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Digital Tendencies:  

Intuition, Algorithmic Thought and New Social Movements 

 

Carolyn Pedwell, University of Kent, UK 

 

Abstract 

 

With the rise of new digital, smart and algorithmic technologies, it is claimed, ͚ƚŚĞ ŚƵŵĂŶ͛ is 

being fundamentally re-mediated.  For some, this is problematic: digitally colonised 

by capitalism at the level of gesture, affect and habit, it is argued, we are now increasingly 

politically disaffected.  There are also, however, more hopeful socio-political visions: Michel 

Serres (2015), for example, argues that, in delegating habits of mental processing and 

synthesising to digital technologies, millennials have honed cognitive conditions for a more 

͚ŝŶƚƵŝƚŝǀĞ͛ ŵŽĚĞ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ-in-the-world.  While there is no necessary link between intuition 

and progressive social transformation, there are, this essay argues, significant resonances 

ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝŶƚƵŝƚŝǀĞ ĚŝŐŝƚĂů ƐƵďũĞĐƚƐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ “ĞƌƌĞƐ ŝŵĂŐŝŶĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ůŽŐŝĐƐ ĂŶĚ ƐĞŶƐŝďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ 

of new networked social movements like Occupy and Black Lives Matter.  Vitally enabled by 

digital technologies, these activisms combine a tendency to oppose exploitation and 

oppression with a capacity to sense change as it is happening and thus remain radically 

open to alternative futures.  

 

Keywords:  

 

Algorithm, digital media, habit, intuition, networked social movements, pre-figurative 

politics.   
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With the emergence of new digital, smart and algorithmic technologies, it has been argued, 

we are witnessing a fundamental re-mediation of human habits, capacities and behaviour.  

In Thumbelina (2015), for example, Michel Serres argues that millennials are not only the 

first generation to experience the internet and related forms of digital media in their 

adolescence, but that they have also been comprehensively ͚[re]-formatƚĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ŵĞĚŝĂ͛, 

and, thus, ͚ŶŽ ůŽŶŐĞƌ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ďŽĚǇ Žƌ ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƌ͛ ĂƐ ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ ;ϮϬϭϱ͗ ϱ-6).1  

WŚŝůĞ ͚Thumbelina͛ ĂŶĚ ͚TŽŵ TŚƵŵď͕͛ as Serres affectionately names his millennial 

prototypes, are characterised by their profound affinity with digital technologies - their 

ability to send a text message (with their thumb) in an instant ʹ they have limited ͚ĨĂĐƵůƚǇ ŽĨ 

atteŶƚŝŽŶ͛͘  Indeed, through their immersion since birth in mass media and advertising 

cultures, he writes, their attention spans have been ͚ŵĞƚŝĐƵůŽƵƐůǇ ĚĞƐƚƌŽǇĞĚ͛ (5).2  Although 

they ͚ĐĂŶ ŵĂŶŝƉƵůĂƚĞ ƐĞǀĞƌĂů ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚŝŵe͕͛ “ĞƌƌĞƐ͛ millennials 

͚ŶĞŝƚŚĞƌ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ŝƚ͕ ŶŽƌ ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚĞ ŝƚ͕ ŶŽƌ ƐǇŶƚŚĞƐŝǌĞ ŝƚ ĂƐ ǁĞ ĚŽ͕ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĂŶĐĞƐƚŽƌƐ͛ (6). 

 

Yet, as Serres contends, Thumbelina and Tom Thumb do not possess the same cognitive 

habits or capacities as their parents or grandparents because they do not need them͗ ͚WŝƚŚ 

their cell phone, they have access to all people; with GPS, to all places; with the Internet, to 

Ăůů ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ͛ ;ϲͿ͘  Just as the advent of previous communications technologiesͶfrom the 

practice of writing itself, to the printing press, to the telegraphͶtransformed the workings 

of human cognition and memory (as they made the need to mentally store huge amounts of 

information redundant) (Malin 2014; Chun 2016), with the rise of digital media and smart 

technologies, ͚ƚŚŝƐ ŚĞĂĚ ŚĂƐ ŶŽǁ ŵƵƚĂƚĞĚ ǇĞƚ ĂŐĂŝŶ͛ (Serres 2015: 12).  Thumbelina does 

not have to work hard to gain or memorise knowledge, Serres argues, ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ͚ŝƚ ŝƐ ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ 

                                                 
1 While Thumbelina ĞǆƚĞŶĚƐ “ĞƌƌĞƐ͛ ƌŝĐŚ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ŵĞĚŝĂ ƚĞĐŚŶŽůŽŐŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ 
emergence of a new humanity in Hominescence (2001), his discussion here is more speculative and he 

provides little scholarly evidence to support his claims. Although he acknowledges that humans have always 

ďĞĞŶ ͚ĨŽƌŵĂƚƚĞĚ ďǇ ŵĞĚŝĂ͕͛ “ĞƌƌĞƐ is interested in what might be distinctive about the forms of cognitive and 

embodied mediation that digital technologies, from social media to smart phones, entail.  For more detailed 

empirical analyses of these techno-social dynamics, see Van Dijck 2013; Malin 2014; Twenge 2017. 
2 For example, a study by Microsoft published by Time magazine in 2015 claimed, based on surveys of 

Ϯ͕ϬϬϬ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ŝŶ CĂŶĂĚĂ ĂŶĚ EEG ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ďƌĂŝŶ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ ŽĨ ϭϭϮ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƐŝŶĐĞ ƚŚĞ ǇĞĂƌ 
2000 (or about when the mobile revolution began) the average attention span dropped from 12 

seconds to eiŐŚƚ ƐĞĐŽŶĚƐ͛ ;MĐ“ƉĂĚĚĞŶ͕ ϮϬϭϱ͗ ŽŶůŝŶĞͿ͘  
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in front of her, objective, collected, collective, connected, accessible at her leisure, already 

ƌĞǀŝĞǁĞĚ ĂŶĚ ĞĚŝƚĞĚ͛ ;ϭϵ-20).  As such, Serres extends a long genealogy of media theory - 

from Marshall McLuhan and Friedrich Kittler to Bruno Latour and Donna Haraway - which 

has explored how various ͚ŶĞǁ͛ ƚĞĐŚŶŽůŽŐŝĞƐ ĂĐƚ ĂƐ ͚ĞǆƚĞŶƐŝŽŶƐ΀Ɛ΁ ŽĨ ŽƵƌƐĞůǀĞƐ͖͛ ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶŝŶŐ 

ƚŽ ƐŚĂƉĞ ͚ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ŚĂďŝƚƐ ŽĨ ůŝĨĞ͕ ďƵƚ ƉĂƚƚĞƌŶƐ ŽĨ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ĂŶĚ ǀĂůƵĂƚŝŽŶ͛ (McLuhan 

[1964]1994: 1, 12).3  

 

Although tertiary memory is vital to social and cultural transformationͶas James Ash notes, 

͚ǁŚĞŶ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ƐƚŽƌĞĚ ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ ŽĨ ŚƵŵĂŶ ŵĞŵŽƌǇ ŝƚ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ƌĞůŝĂďůǇ ƌĞĐĂůůĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ 

ĨƵƚƵƌĞ͛ ;2015: 121)Ͷin the context of late capitalism, it is also associated with more 

disquieting effects. For Bernard Stiegler, efforts by a range of cultural industries to 

manipulate the content of digital tertiary memory in the interests of profit generation have 

ůĞĚ ƚŽ Ă ͚ĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂů ĚŝƐĂĨĨĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁŚŽ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ŽǀĞƌƐĂƚƵƌĂƚĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ 

media that swamp their ůŝǀĞƐ͛ ;2015: 121).  This saturation, he suggests, has fundamentally 

transformed ƚŚĞ ͚ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŶĞƌǀŽƵƐ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͛, reducing human attention span and 

hindering ͚ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ĂŶĚ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ͛ (2012: 186 cited in Ash 2015: 121).  Digitally re-

programmed to accede to the will of corporate capital, contemporary subjects are 

ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇ ƚƌĂƉƉĞĚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ͚ĐǇĐůĞƐ ŽĨ ŵŝŶĚůĞƐƐ ĐŽŶƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ͛ (ibid) and thus estranged from 

engagement with the political concerns and complexities of everyday life - a prospect 

prophesied by McLuhan in his diagnosis of the new technology of his day: television. ͚OŶĐĞ 

we have surrendered our senses and nervous systems to the private manipulation of those 

who would try to benefit from taking a lease on our eyes and ears and nĞƌǀĞƐ͕͛ McLuhan 

ĂƌŐƵĞĚ͕ ͚ǁĞ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŚĂǀĞ ĂŶǇ ƌŝŐŚƚƐ ůĞĨƚ͛ ;[1964]1994: 15). 

 

These perspectives on human cognition and behaviour in the digital age would seem to 

paint a rather bleak picture of the future of radical politics and affirmative social 

transformation.  If, as the digital media scholar WĞŶĚǇ HƵŝ KǇŽŶŐ CŚƵŶŐ ƉƵƚƐ ŝƚ͕ ͚ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ 

ŚĂďŝƚƐ ƵƐĞƌƐ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŵĂĐŚŝŶĞƐ͛ (2016: 1) then it might be argued that our 

contemporary media habitus is producing an army of automatons: digital humans 

programmed in what Serres (2015) calls an ͚algorithmic mode of thought.͛ AŶ ĂůŐŽƌŝƚŚŵ ŝƐ ͚Ă 

                                                 
3 See Durham Peters 2015. 
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finite set of instructive steps that can be followed mechanically, without comprehension, 

and that is used to ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĞ͕ ĐĂůĐƵůĂƚĞ͕ ĐŽŶƚƌŽů͕ ƐŚĂƉĞ ĂŶĚ ƐŽŵĞƚŝŵĞƐ ƉƌĞĚŝĐƚ ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞƐ͛ 

(Coleman et al 2018: 8).4 In our current age of media analytics, an ever-growing swath of 

͚ŽƵƌ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ͕ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ-making are governed by large-

scale soĨƚǁĂƌĞ ƐǇƐƚĞŵƐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ŽƉĞƌĂƚĞ ǀŝĂ ĂůŐŽƌŝƚŚŵŝĐ ƉƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĞƐ ;MĂŶŽǀŝĐŚ ϮϬϭϯ͗ ŽŶůŝŶĞͿ͘ 

Indeed, whether via the aggregative nature of social media, the filtering of results on search 

engines, or the dynamics of contextual advertising and automatic news production, 

algorithms have come to play an increasingly central role in everyday life.  In this context, 

the term ͚ĂůŐŽƌŝƚŚŵŝĐ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ͛ can be employed to refer not only to the ways in which 

people think about algorithms but also to how our intermeshing with algorithmic 

technologies may be changing the nature of thought itself.5  As we become increasingly 

algorithmically mediated by digital capital at the micro-level of affect, gesture and habit, the 

above perspectives imply, our embodied capacity for political resistance and solidarity may 

be progressively diminished - or even irreparably destroyed. 

 

However, as this essay explores in an analysis that brings together theories of mediation, 

philosophies of habit and affect and writing on new social movements, these emerging 

digital forms of personhood are also subject to more hopeful political visions.  “ĞƌƌĞƐ͛ ŽǁŶ 

ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ŽĨ TŚƵŵďĞůŝŶĂ͛Ɛ techno-embodied capacities and their socio-political implications is 

actually, as I discuss in the first section of the essay, much more affirmative than it first 

appears.  In delegating habits of mental synthesizing and processing to digital technologies, 

he suggests, millennials have honed cognitive conditions for the development of a more 

͚ŝŶƚƵŝƚŝǀĞ͛ ŵŽĚĞ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ-in-the-world.  A key term in early twentieth-century continental 

philosophy, as well as contemporary affect theories, intuition offers a form of sensorial 

                                                 
4 TŚĞ OED ĚĞĨŝŶĞƐ ĂŶ ĂůŐŽƌŝƚŚŵ ĂƐ ͚Ă ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ Žƌ ƐĞƚ ŽĨ ƌƵůĞƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ĨŽůůŽǁĞĚ ŝŶ ĐĂůĐƵůĂƚŝŽŶƐ Žƌ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƉƌŽďůĞŵ-

ƐŽůǀŝŶŐ ŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇ ďǇ Ă ĐŽŵƉƵƚĞƌ͛ ;ϮϬϭϴ͗ ŽŶůŝŶĞͿ ʹ for example, the ͚ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞ ƚŽ ďĞ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ 
the relations of AB in association with XY, whĞƌĞ W ŝƐ ĂůƐŽ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ͛ ;AŵŽŽƌĞ ϮϬϭϯ͗ ϰϯͿ͘ 
5 Social and media scholars have been increasingly interested in how algorithmic technologies condition our 

very existence. This work adĚƌĞƐƐĞƐ ͚ƚŚĞ ĂůŐŽƌŝƚŚŵŝĐ ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƌǇ͛ ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞĚ ďǇ ŚŽǁ ƵƐĞƌƐ ͚ŝŵĂŐŝŶĞ͕ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞ 
and ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ĂůŐŽƌŝƚŚŵƐ͛ ;BƵĐŚĞƌ ϮϬϭϳ͗ ϯϭͿ ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƌĞ ĂǁĂƌĞ ƚŚĂƚ ͞ŽƵƌ ĚĂŝůǇ ĚŝŐŝƚĂů 
ůŝĨĞ ŝƐ ĨƵůů ŽĨ ĂůŐŽƌŝƚŚŵŝĐĂůůǇ ƐĞůĞĐƚĞĚ ĐŽŶƚĞŶƚ͛͟ ;Eslami et al., 2015 cited in Bucher 2017: 31).  But it also maps 

ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞ ͚ĂůŐŽƌŝƚŚŵŝĐ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶ͛ ŚĂƐ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚĞĚ ͚Ă ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ-based shift in knowledge production and 

ĂĐƋƵŝƐŝƚŝŽŶ͕͛ ǁŚŝůĞ ƉƌŽĚƵĐŝŶŐ ͚Ă ůŽŐŝĐ͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ͚ĂůƚĞƌƐ ƚŚĞ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ĂŶĚ ƐŽĐŝĂů ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ ŝƚ organises, through its 

procĞĚƵƌĂů ĚǇŶĂŵŝĐƐ͛ ;CŽůĞŵĂŶ Ğƚ Ăů 2018: 9).  
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ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ƚŚĞ ƉƌĞ-ĞŵĞƌŐĞŶƚ͛ Žƌ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ ŝŶ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ. As the second section of 

the essay acknowledges, there is no necessary link between intuition and radical or 

progressive social change.  Nonetheless, there are, I will suggest, significant resonances 

ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝŶƚƵŝƚŝǀĞ ĚŝŐŝƚĂů ƐƵďũĞĐƚƐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ “ĞƌƌĞƐ ŝŵĂŐŝŶĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ůŽŐŝĐƐ ĂŶĚ ƐĞŶƐŝďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ 

of new networked movements for social justice such as Occupy and Black Lives Matter.  

Vitally enabled by digital and algorithmic technologies and forms of technè, these activisms 

ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ͚ƉƌĞ-ĨŝŐƵƌĂƚŝǀĞ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ͛͗ that is, as I argue in the third section, they combine a 

tendency to oppose exploitation and oppression with a capacity to sense change as it is 

happening and thus remain radically open to alternative futures.   

 

While there is much to say about the differences between current networked social 

movements and the varying effects of the affordances of particular digital and algorithmic 

technologies across cultural and geo-political domains6, I do not provide detailed analysis of 

these issues here. Rather, this paper offers a more speculative account of how we might re-

encounter the emergent relations among digital ecologies, embodied subjectivities and 

political praxis in Euro-North American social life. In a context in which associations 

between digital media, capitalist colonization and political disaffection have become 

automatic and smart phones and social media are widely assumed to be detrimental to 

young people͛Ɛ subjectivity, thinking speculatively can open up and complicate these 

processes of mediation in ways that may help us to better imagine, sense and enact other 

possibilities for techno-social existence.  

 

Habit, intuition and the sensation of change  

 

Although Thumbelina describes millennials as having diminished capacity for sustained 

attention and conceptual thinking, Serres nonetheless proclaims that ͚ƚŚŝƐ ŶĞǁůǇ ďŽƌŶ 

ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ŝƐ ŐŽŽĚ ŶĞǁƐ͛ (2015: 5).  What their cognitive re-programming via digital media 

has made possible for Thumbelina and Tom Thumb, he ĂƌŐƵĞƐ͕ ŝƐ ͚an innovative and 

enduring intuition͛ ;italics mine, 2015: 19).  That is, precisely because millennials no longer 

have to dedicate so much mental energy and neural capacity to gathering, storing and 

                                                 
6 See, for example, Fuchs 2014; Benkler et al 2018. 
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organising information, they may develop greater aptitude for a different, more intuitive, 

mode of being-in-the-world. In delegating habits of mental synthesizing and processing to 

digital technologies, Thumbelina and her peers are participating in ƚŚĞ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ͚ŶĞǁ 

ŐĞŶŝƵƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ŝŶǀĞŶƚŝǀĞ ŝŶƚĞůůŝŐĞŶĐĞ͛ ʹ ͚ĂŶ ĂƵƚŚĞŶƚic cŽŐŶŝƚŝǀĞ ƐƵďũĞĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ͛ ;19).  Importantly, 

“ĞƌƌĞƐ͛ point here, as I read it, is not that cognitive capacity works as a standing reserve - 

that it has a quota or operates as a zero-sum game - but rather that capacities (to affect and 

be affected) are relational: they are (re)produced via ongoing transactions between 

organisms and environments (Dewey [1922]2012).7  Thumbelina thus compels us to 

confront how the idea of ͚human-machine hybrids͛ has taken on new significance in our 

digital age characterised by the rise of media analytics and algorithmic technologies. 

 

To be sure, “ĞƌƌĞƐ͛ view of the potentialities of such techno-cultural transformations could 

be described as unrealistic or utopian - and certainly in stark contrast to the much more 

prevalent reports of the damaging impact of digital culture on ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ subjectivities 

and mental health.  In her bestselling book iGen, for example, the psychologist Jean Twenge 

argues that the generation of American youth born in 1995 ŽŶǁĂƌĚƐ͕ ǁŚŽ ͚ŐƌĞǁ ƵƉ ǁŝƚŚ ĐĞůů 

phones, had an Instagram page before they started high school, and do not remember a 

ƚŝŵĞ ďĞĨŽƌĞ ƚŚĞ IŶƚĞƌŶĞƚ͕͛ ĂƌĞ ͚Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĨŽƌĞĨƌŽŶƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌƐƚ ŵĞŶƚĂů ŚĞĂůƚŚ ĐƌŝƐŝƐ ŝŶ ĚĞĐĂĚĞƐ͛ 

(2017: 3).. Similarly, a 2017 study by the UK͛Ɛ ‘ŽǇĂů Society for Public Health (based on a 

survey of 1,479 14- to 24- year-olds) reported that social media platforms including 

Instagram, Snapchat, Facebook and Twitter were experienced negatively by many young 

people who found that they functioned to ͚ĞǆĂĐĞƌďĂƚĞ bŽĚǇ ŝŵĂŐĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ǁŽƌƐĞŶ 

ďƵůůǇŝŶŐ͕ ƐůĞĞƉ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ ĂŶĚ ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ĂŶǆŝĞƚǇ͕ ĚĞƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ůŽŶĞůŝŶĞƐƐ͛.  At its worst, 

social media is linked to increased ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ͚ƐĞůĨ-ůŽĂƚŚŝŶŐ͛ ĂŶĚ a growing risk of suicide 

(Campbell 2017: online). Moreover, given everything we know about the pernicious 

                                                 
7 Serres does not draw directly on neuroscientific research to flesh out his claims.  Indeed, it is not clear that 

mainstream neuroscientific frameworks would support the emergent intuitive subjectivity that he envisions.  

What is important to underscore here, however, is that Serres is working in speculative mode that aims to 

read dominant scientific claims against the grain to explore how they might work differently.  As William 

Connolly writes in Neuropolitics, such a philosophy of science involves ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŝŶŐ ͚ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐƐ ŝŶƚŽ Ă ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ 
that is not entirely that of neuroscientists thĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ͛ ;ϮϬϬϮ͗ ϳͿ͘  In this way, Thumbelina resonates with other 

critical engagements with contemporary neuroculture such as Tony “ĂŵƉƐŽŶ͛Ɛ The Assemblage Brain, which 

ĂŝŵƐ ͚not to uncover the mechanisms that determine the experience of conscious awareness but to politically 

ŐƌĂƐƉ ĂĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞ ƌĞĂůŵƐ ŽĨ ƐĞŶƐĞ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ďĞǇŽŶĚ ƚŚĞ ůŝŵŝƚƐ ŽĨ ůŽĐĂƚŝŽŶŝƐƚ ĚŽĐƚƌŝŶĞƐ ŝŶ ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚǇ ĂŶĚ ƐĐŝĞŶĐĞ͛ 
(2016: xiv).  
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interaction of networked technologies with global capitalism, international securitisation, 

racial profiling, political interference in national elections, ͚fake news͛, conspiracy theories, 

echo chambers, trolling, and so forth, such an affirmative engagement might seem wilfully 

blind to the more disturbing realities of our contemporary digitally-mediated world.  

 

My argument, however, is that precisely because such accounts of the corrupting influence 

of digital technologies have become so pervasive, it is increasingly difficult to imagine how 

techno-social life could be otherwise. To start, I want to return to the ƚĞƌŵ ͚ŝŶƚƵŝƚŝŽŶ͛ that 

Serres associates with the emergent digital subjectivities of millennials.  As ͚ƚŚĞ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ 

ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ŝŵŵĞĚŝĂƚĞůǇ͕ ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ŶĞĞĚ ĨŽƌ ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐ ƌĞĂƐŽŶŝŶŐ͛ ;OED͗ ŽŶůŝŶĞͿ͕ 

intuition is often connected with direct sensing, instinctive reactions ĂŶĚ ͚ŐƵƚ ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ͛.  

Extending these everyday associations, the French philosopher Henri Bergson famously 

figured intuition as an experiential mode of engagement with the richness and flux of 

material life.  Highlighting the difference between intuition and what might now be referred 

to as ͚ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶĂů ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ͕͛ Bergson contrasts the sense of a town one would gain 

ĨƌŽŵ ǀŝĞǁŝŶŐ ƉŚŽƚŽŐƌĂƉŚƐ ͚ƚĂŬĞŶ ĨƌŽŵ Ăůů ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ ƉŽŝŶƚƐ ŽĨ ǀŝĞǁ͛ ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞĚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ǀŝƐĐĞƌĂů 

experience of walking through it.  While there is value in both encounters, he suggests, the 

two ĐĂŶ ͚ŶĞǀĞƌ ďĞ ĞƋƵŝǀĂůĞŶƚ͛ because ŽŶůǇ ƚŚĞ ůĂƚƚĞƌ ĂůůŽǁƐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ͚ƵŶŝƚǇ͛ ŽĨ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ 

([1903]1999: 22).  Unlike ͚ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ͕͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƌĞĚƵĐĞƐ ŽďũĞĐƚƐ ƚŽ ͚ĞůĞŵĞŶƚƐ ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ŬŶŽǁŶ͕͛ 

intuition is, for Bergson, a form of immersive inhabitation ǁŚŝĐŚ ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚƐ ŽŶĞ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ 

ƵŶŝƋƵĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ ŝŶĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝďůĞ͛ in an object ([1903]1999: 24).  It is embodied 

experience prior to, or in excess of, its translation into the parsing categories of 

representational and analytical thought.  

 

What is also important for Bergson is that both we and the objects we encounter are never 

static, but rather always moving and becoming. Indeed, BĞƌŐƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ͚ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚǇ ŝƐ 

ƵŶĚĞƌƉŝŶŶĞĚ ďǇ ĂŶ ŽŶƚŽůŽŐǇ ŽĨ ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ͕ ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ understands 

ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ ĂƐ ͚ĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂůůǇ ĚǇŶĂŵŝĐ͛ ;Coleman 2008: 111).  Within this framework, 

intuition allows us to appreciate that which is in process: It is, as Sarah Kember and Joanna 

Zylinska put it, ͚Ă ŵŽŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ŽƵƌ ŽǁŶ ĚƵƌĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ĞŶĂďůĞƐ ƵƐ ƚŽ ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ǁŝĚĞƌ ŽŶĞ͛ 

(2012: 15). BĞƌŐƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ŝŶƚĞƌest in temporality and mobility, as well as the non-

representational thrust of his approach, resonates with more recent work associated with 



 8 

ƚŚĞ ͚ƚƵƌŶ ƚŽ ĂĨĨĞĐƚ͛͘  As Greg Seigworth (2006) notes, although the Welsh cultural theorist 

Raymond Williams did not draw on Bergson explicitly, his analysis ŽĨ ͚ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞƐ ŽĨ ĨĞĞůŝŶŐ͛ 

has much in common with Bergsonian intuition.  Both thinkers were interested in how we 

ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ ͚ƉƌĞ-ĞŵĞƌŐĞŶƚ͛ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĂŶĚ ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂů ĨŽƌĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ͖ in how we become 

ĂƚƚƵŶĞĚ ƚŽ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚŽǀĞƌƐ ͚at the very edge ŽĨ ƐĞŵĂŶƚŝĐ ĂǀĂŝůĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛ (Williams 1977: 134 

cited in Seigworth 2006: 112).  In other words, Bergson and Williams each explored how it 

might be possible to sense change as it is happening.   

 

This intuitive approach to ĞŶŐĂŐŝŶŐ ͚ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĂƌĞ ŝŶ ŵŽƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ĂƌĞ ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞŝƌ 

ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ƚŽ ĂĨĨĞĐƚ ĂŶĚ ďĞ ĂĨĨĞĐƚĞĚ͛ is perhaps most potently put to use in the cultural 

theorist and anthropologist KĂƚŚůĞĞŶ “ƚĞǁĂƌƚ͛Ɛ Ordinary Affects (2007: 4).  Through 

inhabiting the varied sensations of everyday life - from the feeling of being part of the 

mainstream to the lived textures of racism - Stewart seeks to ŝŶƚĞƌƌƵƉƚ ƚŚĞ ĂƵƚŽŵĂƚŝĐ ͚ũƵŵƉ 

ƚŽ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶĂů ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ĞǀĂůƵĂƚŝǀĞ ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ͛ ;2007: 4).  Similar to Bergson and 

Williams, she is interested not in processes of ĚĞŵǇƐƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ͚ƚŚĂƚ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ Ă ǁĞůů-known 

ƉŝĐƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ͛ ďƵƚ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ŝŶ ͚ƐƉĞĐƵůĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ĐƵƌŝŽƐŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶĐƌĞƚĞ͛ ;ϭͿ͘  In socio-

ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ƚĞƌŵƐ͕ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ǀŝƚĂů ĂďŽƵƚ “ƚĞǁĂƌƚ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ʹ and intuition as method more 

generally ʹ is its ability to register that which exceeds weighty terms such as 

͞neoliberalism͟, ͞advanced capitalism͟, ͞liberal democracy͟ or ͞populism͟ and yet 

nonetheless ͚ĞǆĞƌƚ΀Ɛ΁ ƉĂůƉĂďůĞ ƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞƐ͛ (3).  TŚĂƚ ŝƐ͕ ŝŶƚƵŝƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ƚŽ viscerally grasp 

how ͞the social͟ and ͞the political͟ are much more fragile, ambivalent and mobile than our 

concepts to explain them could possibly convey.   

 

What, then, might be distinctive about the workings and implications of intuition in the 

digital age?  This is a salient question given that, as Rebecca Coleman notes, for Bergson, 

͚ƚƌƵĞ ŝŶƚƵŝƚŝŽŶ͛ ǁĂƐ ͚ĂŶ ĞŵƉŝƌŝĐŝƐŵ͛ that implied the need for direct embodied experience 

rather than technologically-mediated perception (2008: 112).  Returning to Thumbelina, she 

is, on the one hand, skilled in a mode of algorithmic thought that seems antithetical to the 

kind of affective inhabitation that Bergson, Williams and Stewart advocate.  When asked 

͚ǁŚĂƚ ďĞĂƵƚǇ ŝƐ͕͛ for instance, Thumbelina responds not with an incisive unpacking of the 

concept, or a rich description of its felt qualities, but rather in the manner of a search 

ĞŶŐŝŶĞ͗ ͚Ă ďĞĂƵƚŝĨƵů ǁŽŵĂŶ͕ Ă ďĞĂƵƚŝĨƵů ĚĂŶĐĞ͕ Ă ďĞĂƵƚŝĨƵů ƐƵŶƐĞƚ͙͛ ;“ĞƌƌĞƐ 2015: 42).  On 
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the ŽƚŚĞƌ ŚĂŶĚ͕ ǁŚĂƚ TŚƵŵďĞůŝŶĂ͛Ɛ endless list of examples may be seen to express is a 

resistance to unnecessary or stultifying abstraction.  As Serres suggests, Thumbelina and 

Tom Thumb seem to understand intuitively that, while conceptual thinking has its place, ͚ǁĞ 

do not have an ineluctable need for concepts͛ ĂŶĚ that there is ǀĂůƵĞ ŝŶ ůŝŶŐĞƌŝŶŐ ͚ĂƐ ůŽŶŐ ĂƐ 

necessary in narratives, examples, singularities ʹ ƚŚĞ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ͛ ;ϮϬϭϱ͗ ϰϮ-3).  As 

such, although their experience of the world is continually mediated via networked 

ƚĞĐŚŶŽůŽŐŝĞƐ͕ ƚŚĞƐĞ ͚ŶĞǁ ŚƵŵĂŶƐ͛ ǁŽƵůĚ ƐĞĞŵ ƚŽ excel at the very kinds of more-than-

representational thinking Bergson associated with intuition as method.     

 

From this perspective, we can begin to appreciate how, precisely because they are not 

preoccupied by a particular kind of analytical labour, Thumbelina and her millennial peers 

may hone their capacity to sense ƚŚĂƚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ͚ĞǆĐĞĞĚƐ ĂŶĚ ŽǀĞƌĨůŽǁƐ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞůůĞĐƚ͛ 

(Seigworth 2006: 118) ʹ to engage those moving forces that escape the analytical purchase 

of our most prominent socio-political concepts.  In doing so, these emergent digital subjects 

might also helpfully illuminate the ways in which, as Stewart suggests, ͚ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ƐƚĂƌƚƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ 

animated inhabitation ŽĨ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ͛ ;2007: 16).  Or, as Coleman puts it, citing Bergson, the only 

way to know a thing is to ͚ĞŶƚĞƌ ŝŶƚŽ ŝƚ͛ intuitively ʹ a process that involves moving beyond 

͚ƚŚĞ ƌĞĂĚǇ-ŵĂĚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ĞŵƉůŽǇƐ ŝŶ ŝƚƐ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛ (Bergson 

[1903]1999: 37 cited in Coleman 2008: 105, 112).  

 

WŚĂƚ I Ăŵ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŶŐ ŚĞƌĞ͕ ƚŚĞŶ͕ ŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĂƵƚŚĞŶƚŝĐ ĐŽŐŶŝƚŝǀĞ ƐƵďũĞĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ͛ ƚŚĂƚ “ĞƌƌĞƐ 

speculatively attributes to Thumbelina and Tom Thumb is characterised by two key 

features: first, an emergent capacity for intuition (made possible, in part, through the 

delegation of human memory functions to digital technologies) which pushes against 

dominant modes of representational thinking to connect with moving events as they unfold, 

and, second, an algorithmic mode of thought (conditioned by our growing intertwinement 

with computational technologies and media analytics) which is procedural, technical, 

calculative and data-oriented.  While TŚƵŵďĞůŝŶĂ͛Ɛ ŝŶƚƵŝƚŝǀĞ ŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ĂƚƚƵŶĞƐ ŚĞƌ ƚŽ 

change as it is happening, and thus the potential inherent in the present for things to be 

otherwise, her algorithmic aptitude allows for a more precise ͚ĂƌƌĂǇŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ƐƵĐŚ 

ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ĂĐƚĞĚ ƵƉŽŶ͛ ŝŶ the future (Amoore 2013: 23).   
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Importantly, these newly ascendant cognitive and affective features continue to work in and 

through multiple other human modes of sensing, perceiving, thinking and acting ʹ including 

more conceptual, analytical and representational registers.  The rise of algorithmic thought, 

from this perspective, does not inevitably funcƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ĞƌŽĚĞ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ĂďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ƚŽ 

engage contextually, critically and politically. Rather, in its articulation with intuition, 

speculation and the pre-ĞŵĞƌŐĞŶƚ͕ ŝƚ ŵŝŐŚƚ ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞ Ă ǀŝƚĂů ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ͚ƋƵĂŶƚƵŵ ůŝƚĞƌĂĐǇ͛ ʹ a 

͚ŶŽǀĞů ůŝƚĞƌĂĐǇ͛ which enables millennials to navigate shifting networked relations across 

(non-linear) time and (non-bounded) space ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞ ƚŚĞ ͚ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞ ŝŶĂĚĞƋƵĂĐǇ ŽĨ 

ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ ŶƵŵďĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ůĞƚƚĞƌƐ͕ ŵĂƚŚĞŵĂƚŝĐƐ ĂŶĚ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ͕ ĂƐ ƚǁŽ ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ ĚŽŵĂŝŶƐ͛ 

(Coleman et al 2018: 8).  

       

Of course, Thumbelina and Tom Thumb are themselves abstractions ʹ ŝŶ ͚ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ͛ they exist 

only in the multiple; at lived intersections of gender, sexuality, race, class, ability and nation, 

and the various material, social and geo-political differences and inequalities such shifting 

relations entail.  To the extent, however, that Thumbelina is a useful abstraction to think 

through, she compels us to deconstruct dualistic figurations of millennials as either 

apolitical automatons or overly-sensitive ͚ƐŶŽǁĨůĂŬĞƐ͛.  Indeed, fƌŽŵ “ĞƌƌĞƐ͛ ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ͕ 

͚ƚŚĞ ŶĞǁ ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ ŝŶ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ĚŝŐŝƚĂů ŵĞĚŝĂ ĂŶĚ tertiary memory offer - and which 

Thumbelina and Tom Thumb both cultivate and rely on - corresponds to a political 

͚ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ-in-ĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŝůů ƐŽŽŶ ͚ďĞĐŽŵĞ ŝŶĞƐĐĂƉĂďůĞ͛ ;ϮϬϭϱ͗ ϱϱͿ͘  

 

Movement, affect and digital activism  

 

There is clearly no necessary link between intuition and socio-political change in the 

interests of freedom and social justice.  As an embodied capacity and form of relationality, 

ŝŶƚƵŝƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ͕ ŝŶ ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞ ĂŵĞŶĂďůĞ ƚŽ ŵŽďŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ďǇ ͚ƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƌĞŐƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ͛ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐŝĞƐ 

alike.  For example, as the political geographer Louise Amoore (2013) explores, Ă ͚ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ŽĨ 

ƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ƉƌĞŵŝƐĞĚ ŽŶ intuitive engagement with pre-emergent flows and relations 

characterises not only certain strands of continental philosophy and cultural theory, but also 

practices associated with capitalist financialization and international securitization. 

Algorithmic processes, moreover, are increasingly associated with problematic socio-
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political patterns and prejudices.  Safiya Umoja Noble argues, in this vein, that algorithms 

created and employed by ŐůŽďĂů ƉůĂƚĨŽƌŵƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ GŽŽŐůĞ ĂƌĞ ͚ƐĞƌǀŝŶŐ ƵƉ ĚĞůĞƚĞƌŝŽƵƐ 

information about people, creating and normalizing structural and systematic isolation, or 

ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐŝŶŐ ĚŝŐŝƚĂů ƌĞĚůŝŶŝŶŐ͕ Ăůů ŽĨ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞ ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĂŶĚ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛ 

(2018: 10).   

 

As such, I do not wish to downplay the importance of engaging critically with mobilisations 

of intuition and algorithm that perpetuate dominant relations of power and violence.  

Keeping these political dynamics in mind, however, I also seek to complicate narratives that 

associate digitally re-mediated forms of personhood predominately with capitalist 

colonialization and political apathy - or interpret engagement with the pre-emergent 

primarily as a mode of violent capture - to explore how these phenomena have the 

potential to be conducive to more affirmative modes of political relationality and solidarity.   

 

IŶ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ͕ ƚŚĞƌĞ ĂƌĞ͕ I ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ͕ ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ ƌĞƐŽŶĂŶĐĞƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝŶƚƵŝƚŝǀĞ 

ĚŝŐŝƚĂů ƐƵďũĞĐƚ͛ ƚŚĂƚ TŚƵŵďĞůŝŶĂ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐ ;Žƌ ŵĂǇ ďĞĐŽŵĞͿ and the logics and sensibilities 

of contemporary networked movements for social justice ʹ including Occupy and Black Lives 

Matter as well as various feminist, queer, trans and anti-fascist mobilisations gaining 

momentum in the wake of Trumpism.  AƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ͛ ŝŶ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĞƐ͕ 

these forms of collective action and solidarity are continually in process ʹ evolving and 

transforming as they attract new members and respond to unfolding events and emerging 

socio-political and environmental conditions.  TŽ ƚŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ďĞŝŶŐ ŵŽǀĞĚ͛ ŝƐ Ă 

necessary catalyst for participation in, or alignment with, particular political visions or ways-

of-being-in-the-world, these new forms of activism (like older ones) are also highly affective 

ʹ they are ďŽƚŚ ĨƵĞůůĞĚ ďǇ ĂŶĚ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ ͚bodily intensities, emotions, feeling, and 

ƉĂƐƐŝŽŶƐ͛ ;GŽƵůĚ 2009: 3). What is perhaps most distinctive, however, about current forms 

ŽĨ ͚ƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ͛ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ŵŽďŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ƚŚĞŝƌ digitally networked nature.   

 

Extending technological techniques pioneered by the Arab Spring, the Occupy movement, 

launched in New York City in 2011, used a range of digital platforms and networks both to 

͚ƐƉƌĞĂĚ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ĐŽŽƌĚŝŶĂƚĞ embodied activity as it unfolded.  As Paulo Guerbado 

argues in his comparative analysis of the Arab Spring, Occupy Wall Street and the 
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Indignados movement in Spain, social media within new protest cultures are not simply 

ŵĞĂŶƐ ƚŽ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞǇ ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚ ŽƉŝŶŝŽŶƐ͛; they also enable forms of affective choreography that 

give shape to how people feel, move and act together (2012: 13).  Across these various 

networked movements, social media, and particularly Facebook and Twitter, have been 

͚ŝŶƐƚƌƵŵĞŶƚĂů ŝŶ ŝŶƐƚŝŐĂƚŝŶŐ ĂŶ ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶĂů ĐŽŶĚĞŶƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ĂŶŐĞƌ͛ and ͚acting as a 

spring-board for street-ůĞǀĞů ĂŐŝƚĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;ϮϬϭϮ͗ ϭϱͿ͘  Digital platforms and applications have 

also enabled protesters to re-direct crowd activity in real-time to avoid the containment 

strategies of authorities.  During the student protests against the increase in UK university 

fees in 2011, which was linked in with Occupy UK, for example, a new digital app ͚“ƵŬĞǇ͛ 

enabled activists to avoid police kettleing in London by allowing them to both ͚ƐƵďŵŝƚ ĂŶĚ 

access information about which road junctions are clear and which are blocked by the 

ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ͛ ;GĞĞƌĞ 2011: online). 

 

Various digital technologies and forms of techné have also, of course, been vital to the 

emergence and effectivity of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement.  Since its 

inauguration in 2013, BLM has, as Barnor Hesse and Juliet Hooker discuss, harnessed social 

media to ͚organize, heighten immediacy, and widen the scope of the public that acts as 

witness to the disposability of black lives͛ (2017: 451).  While repeated exposure to violent 

images tends to be associated with political desensitization and disaffection (Ash 2015; 

Pedwell 2017b), BLM͛Ɛ ŵŽďŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ͚continuous loop of viral videos showing police 

ŬŝůůŝŶŐ ƵŶĂƌŵĞĚ ďůĂĐŬƐ͛ has made ͚ǀŝƐĐĞƌĂůůǇ ĂĐĐĞƐƐŝďůĞ͛ ƚŽ ŵŝůůŝŽŶƐ ǁŽƌůĚǁŝĚĞ ƚŚĞ ŚĂďŝƚƵĂů 

violent targeting of black bodies by the carceral state (Hooker 2017: 491) in ways that have 

intensified (rather than dissipated) collective anti-racist affect and activism.  Moreover, 

Twitter hashtags such as #Ferguson, #Baltimore and #Cleveland (associated with the police 

killings of Michael Brown, Freddie Gray and Tamir Rice respectively) have functioned not 

only to expand ƚŚĞ ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ evolving digital network but also to convey instantaneous 

͚ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ĂďŽƵƚ ƵŶĨŽůĚŝŶŐ ĞǀĞŶƚƐ͛ (Bonilla and Rosa 2015: 8) - thus enabling BLM to 

connect with and respond to that which is in process.   

 

The fluid ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ƚŚĞ ŵŽǀŝŶŐ͕͛ ͚the ĂĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŚĞ ĚŝŐŝƚĂů͛ characterising these 

movements, I want to suggest, is precisely the terrain with which TŚƵŵďĞůŝŶĂ͛Ɛ combination 

of intuitive sense and algorithmic thought resounds.  If ŝŶƚƵŝƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ͚Ă ŵŽŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ŽƵƌ ŽǁŶ 
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ĚƵƌĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ĞŶĂďůĞƐ ƵƐ ƚŽ ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ǁŝĚĞƌ ŽŶĞ͛ (Kember and Zylinska 2012: 15), 

Thumbelina is primed for this union.  As Serres notes, Thumbelina and her millennial peers, 

via their propensity for movement and action, are ready to connect with moving events ʹ to 

resonate with the rhythm of bodies coming together to occupy space, to protest the status 

quo and to engage ͚ƚŚĞ ŵŽĚĂůŝƚŝĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚŝŶŐĞŶƚ͛ ;43).  Although, as 

Sara Ahmed (2014) underscores, the embodied cadence of social movements is not simply 

ĂďŽƵƚ ƐǇŶĐŚƌŽŶŝĐŝƚǇ͗ Iƚ ŵĂǇ ĂůƐŽ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞ ƚŚĞ ƐĞŶƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ ͚ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ƚŝŵĞ͛ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ 

mainstream.  

  

Moreover, if TŚƵŵďĞůŝŶĂ͛Ɛ capacity for intuition attunes her to the mobility and affectivity 

of new social movements, her algorithmic capacities align her with the digital modes of 

communication and choreography central to these networked activisms.  IŶĚĞĞĚ͕ ŝŶ “ĞƌƌĞƐ͛ 

view, ͚ƚŚĞ ŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ƚĞĐŚŶŽůŽŐŝĐĂů͕ ƚŚĞ ŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĂƚŝŽŶĂů͛ ŶŽǁ ͚ĚĞƉĞŶĚ ĨĂƌ 

ŵŽƌĞ ŽŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĂůŐŽƌŝƚŚŵŝĐ Žƌ ƉƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĂů ĐŽŐŶŝƚŝŽŶ͛ ƚŚĂŶ ƚŚĞǇ ĚŽ ŽŶ ͚ƚŚĞ ĚĞĐůĂƌĂƚŝǀĞ 

abstractions͛ ŽĨ ͚philosophy͛ (2015: 71-2).8  This is not to invalidate the ongoing salience of 

conceptual and analytical thinking but rather to highlight what may be generative about 

algorithmic thought in an intellectual and socio-political context where it has been 

consistently devalued or aligned exclusively with that which is politically and ethically 

suspect.  Think, for example, of the powerful (if contentious) political function of algorithmic 

practices of listing, counting and cataloguing within contemporary digital activisms ʹ 

whether via the collective naming online of alleged sexual abusers by the #MeToo 

movement, or the real-time tally of unarmed people of colour killed by the police in the 

United States maintained by BuzzFeed and Gawker in solidarity with #BlackLivesMatter.   

 

Indeed, ƚŚĞ ͚hashtag activisms͛ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞƐĞ and other contemporary movements 

can be considered vital forms of algorithmic politics.  As Yarimar Bonilla and Jonathan Rosa 

discuss in their digital ethnography of BLM and #Ferguson, in the immediate aftermath of 

MŝĐŚĂĞů BƌŽǁŶ͛Ɛ ĚĞĂƚŚ͕ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŵĞĚŝĂ ƵƐĞƌƐ ͚ǁĞůů ĂǁĂƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂůŐŽƌŝƚŚŵŝĐ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ TǁŝƚƚĞƌ͛ 

ǁĞƌĞ ͚ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞĨƵůůǇ ŚĂƐŚƚĂŐŐŝŶŐ ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ FĞƌŐƵƐŽŶ ͞ƚƌĞŶĚ͛͟ ;ϮϬϭϱ͗ ϳͿ͘  Such aggregative 

practices allowed BƌŽǁŶ͛Ɛ ŵƵƌĚĞƌ to be connected to ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ ͚ĞǆƉĞŶĚĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ďůĂĐŬ 

                                                 
8 See also Durham Peters 2015. 
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ďŽĚŝĞƐ͛ Ƶnderlying a multitude of past killings of people of colour by law enforcement in the 

United States (2015: 10).  They also, however, facilitated connections with wider social and 

geo-political struggles - ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚǁĞĞƚƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ͚ηEŐǇƉƚ ηPĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ #Ferguson #Turkey, U.S. 

ŵĂĚĞ ƚĞĂƌ ŐĂƐ͕ ƐŽůĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĂůŵŝŐŚƚǇ ĨƌĞĞ ŵĂƌŬĞƚ ƌĞƉƌĞƐƐĞƐ ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ͛ ;2015: 10, 6) ʹ

enabling opportunities for transnational collaboration and solidarity (Hesse and Hooker, 

2017).   

 

Significantly, while such algorithmic dynamics enable the itemising, indexing and interlinking 

of ͚the quotidian struggles against dehumanization every brown and black person lives 

ƐŝŵƉůǇ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŽĨ ƐŬŝŶ ĐŽůŽƌ͛ (Rankine 2015: 14), they also offer potent opportunities for 

reimagining black materiality beyond mainstream mediations.  For instance, through memes 

such as #IfTheyGunnedMeDown - in which young people of colour posted two contrasting 

photographs of themselves ĂůŽŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ƚĞǆƚ ͚ǁŚŝĐŚ ŽŶĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ƚŚĞǇ ƵƐĞ͛ ;ƌĞĨĞrring to 

which image authorities and mainstream media would print if they were killed by the 

police)9 ʹ Twitter users were able to ͚ĐŽŶƚĞƐƚ ƚŚĞ ƌĂĐŝĂůŝǌĞĚ ĚĞǀĂůƵĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͛ ĂŶĚ 

͚ƌĞŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůŝǌĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ďŽĚŝĞƐ ŝŶ ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ ǁĂǇƐ͛ (Bonilla and Rosa 2015: 9).  More generally, 

BLM͛Ɛ ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů ĞƚŚŽƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ŝƚƐ ŝŶƚĞƌƚĞǆƚƵĂů ĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ŽƚŚĞƌ ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐƚ͕ ƋƵĞĞƌ͕ ƚƌĂŶƐ 

and anti-ĐĂƉŝƚĂůŝƐƚ ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚƐ ŽŶůŝŶĞ͕ ŚĂƐ ĞŶĂďůĞĚ ͚ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵƉůĞǆŝƚǇ ŽĨ ďůĂĐŬ ůŝǀĞƐ ŝŶƐĐƌŝďĞĚ 

ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚůǇ ĂŶĚ ŵƵůƚŝƉůǇ ͙ ƚŽ ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ͕ ŚĞĂƌd, and encountered politiĐĂůůǇ͛ ;HĞƐƐĞ 2017: 600) 

ʹ illustrating how algorithmic politics are not simply antithetical to political complexity and 

expansiveness.      

 

Political tendencies and pre-figurative politics  

 

Of course, there is no guarantee that the emergent cognitive and embodied features Serres 

ascribes to Thumbelina and Tom Thumb will orient millennials towards participation in 

progressive or left-wing movements rather than politically conservative, or even fascist, 

forms of mobilisation.  It is clear that the ͚Ăůƚ ƌŝŐŚƚ͛ and other forms of fascist politics aligned 

                                                 
9 FŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ͚ϭϴ-year-ŽůĚ HŽƵƐƚŽŶ ŶĂƚŝǀĞ TǇůĞƌ AƚŬŝŶƐ ͙ ƉŽƐƚĞĚ Ă ƉŝĐƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ Śŝmself after a jazz concert in his 

highs school, wearing a black tuxedo with his saxophone suspended from his neck strap.  This was juxtaposed 

with a photo taken while filming a rap video with a friend, in which he is wearing a black T-shirt and a blue 

bandĂŶŶĂ ƚŝĞƐ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ŚŝƐ ŚĞĂĚ ĂŶĚ ŚŝƐ ĨŝŶŐĞƌ ŝƐ ƉŽŝŶƚĞĚ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĐĂŵĞƌĂ͛ ;Bonilla and Rosa 2015: 8).    
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with Trumpism have adopted similar digital techniques and strategies to those employed by 

progressive movements for social justice. As Yochai Benkler et al discuss in Network 

Propaganda, alt-right memes are amplified by major right-wing outlets such as Fox News in 

the US͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ͚are adept at producing their own conspiracy theories and defamation 

campaiŐŶƐ͛ (2018: 13).  Consolidating ͚ůŽŶŐ-term changes ŝŶ AŵĞƌŝĐĂŶ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŚĞ 

ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ ĂƐǇŵŵĞƚƌŝĐ ĂƌĐŚŝƚĞĐƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ŶĞǁƐ ŵĞĚŝĂ͛ (2018: 21, 2), such digital dynamics 

leveraged a media ecosystem ripe for the violent re-emergence of far-right ideologies.    

 

However, if regressive and fascist politics depend on rigid identity positions and seek a 

return to exclusionary version of an ŝŵĂŐŝŶĞĚ ͚ƚŚĞ ƉĂƐƚ͛ ;ŝ͘Ğ͘ ͚MĂŬĞ AŵĞƌŝĐĂ GƌĞĂƚ AŐĂŝŶ͛ 

ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů ŶŽƐƚĂůŐŝĂ ŽĨ ͚BƌĞǆŝƚ͛Ϳ͕ ŵĂŶǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǁ ďƌŽĂĚůǇ ůĞĨƚŝƐƚ activisms are 

characterised precisely by their openness to the future  ʹ that is, by a deep commitment to 

pursuing democracy, freedom and solidarity that does not assume that we can know 

ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶŝƐƚŝĐĂůůǇ ŝŶ ĂĚǀĂŶĐĞ ǁŚĂƚ ͚ƐŽĐŝĂů ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ͛ ŵŝŐŚƚ ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞ ŝŶ Ă ŐŝǀĞŶ context or 

indeed how, specifically, it might be delivered.  As such, these various, broadly leftist, forms 

of political mobilisation can be considered part of what the political thinker and activist 

CŚƌŝƐ DŝǆŽŶ ĐĂůůƐ ͚another politics͛: a shared politics bound together not by political party 

affiliation or sectarian lines, but rather by Ă ͚political tendency͛ ʹ a tendency ĂůŝŐŶĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ͚Ă 

rich democratic vision of everyone being able to directly participate in the decisions that 

ĂĨĨĞĐƚ ƚŚĞŵ͛ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶƚ ƚŽ ͚Ăůů ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ ĚŽŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ĞǆƉůŽŝƚĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ͛ ;italics 

mine, 2014: 6, 3).  

 

TŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ ͚ƚĞŶĚĞŶĐǇ͛, as ͚ĂŶ ŝŶĐůŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ towards a particular characteristic or type of 

ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ͛ ;OED͗ ϮϬϭϳͿ, conveys both a likelihood to lean in a particular direction and a 

ƉƌŽƉĞŶƐŝƚǇ ƚŽ ĂĐƚ͘  PƌŽĐĞĞĚŝŶŐ ǀŝĂ ͚ŝŶĐůŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ƚĞŶĚĞŶĐŝĞƐ 

coordinate habits and capacities to provide focus and propulsion, yet not fixity; they are 

flexible and responsive, rather than rigid and deterministic. Political tendencies, then, can 

be understood as evolving assemblages of habits which work in an anticipatory mode, but 

one that is intuitive and speculative instead of predictive and calculative ʹ and are thus 

capable of connectiŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ͚Ă ŵŽǀŝŶŐ ǁŽƌůĚ͛ ;DĞǁĞǇ [1922]2012: 83) and sensing the 

potentiality of that whiĐŚ ͚ŚĂƐ ŶŽƚ ǇĞƚ ĐŽŵĞ͛ ;WŝůůŝĂŵƐ 1977: 130).  In other words, while we 

ŵĂǇ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞ ƚŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ ͚ƚĞŶĚĞŶĐǇ͕͛ ůŝŬĞ ͚ŚĂďŝƚ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ŚĂďŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ͛, with the automatic 
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reproduction of the status quo (Malabou 2008; Pedwell 2017a, b, c), political tendencies are 

simultaneously what enable the potentiality of different futures.    

 

From this perspective, if many of the movements which comprise the political tendency 

Dixon describes are not led by a clearly defined set of policŝĞƐ͕ ŐŽĂůƐ Žƌ ͚ĞŶĚ-ƉŽŝŶƚƐ͛ ;ǁŚŝĐŚ 

was, of course, one of the dominant critiques of Occupy), this is, in part, because they 

appreciate the importance, in a complex and shifting social world, of sensing and 

responding to change as it is happening.  Moreover, they understand the political risks, as 

John Dewey puts it, of simply ͚ƐƵďƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŶŐ ŽŶĞ ƌŝŐŝĚŝƚǇ ĨŽƌ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ͛ ;΀ϭϵϮϮ΁ϮϬϭϮ͗ ϱϮͿ͘  As an 

alternative to more rigid or essentialist modes of political mobilisation, these movements 

ĞŶĂĐƚ Ă ͚ƉƌĞ-ĨŝŐƵƌĂƚŝǀĞ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ͛ which aims to ͚manifest and build, to the greatest extent 

possible, the egalitarian and deeply democratic world we would like to see through our 

ŵĞĂŶƐ ŽĨ ĨŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ŽŶĞ͛ ;Dixon, 2014: 7).  As such, they highlight the vital links 

between social change and the affect, gestures, habits and solidarities of daily life.  They 

pursue Ă ͚ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ŽĨ ŚĂďŝƚ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ŽĨ ĨĞĞůŝŶŐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ĂƌĞ͕ ĂƐ AŶŶ CǀĞƚŬŽǀŝĐŚ ƉƵƚƐ ŝƚ͕ 

͚manifest not just in overt or visible social movements of conventional politics but [also] in 

ƚŚĞ ŵŽƌĞ ůŝƚĞƌĂů ŬŝŶĚƐ ŽĨ ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ŵĂŬĞ ƵƉ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ůŝĨĞ͛ (2012: 199).  

 

Consider, for example, not only Occupy, but also other anti-capitalist movements including 

the Indignados of Spain and the Outraged of Greece, which have repeatedly assembled to 

protest neoliberalism and austerity.  As Judith Butler and Athena Athanasiou discuss, in 

performing habits and routines of everyday life in the public space of the square - sleeping 

and living there, cooking for one another, working remotely together - ͚ƚĂŬŝŶŐ ĐĂƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 

ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ĞĂĐŚ ŽƚŚĞƌ͛ ʹ such activists are pursuing pre-figurative politics; they are 

ĐƵůƚŝǀĂƚŝŶŐ ͚the relations of equality that are precisely those that are lacking in the economic 

ĂŶĚ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ĚŽŵĂŝŶ͛ ;ϮϬϭϯ͗ ϭϬϮͿ.  TŚŝƐ ͚ŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇ ĂŶĚ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƵŶĚƌĂŵĂƚŝĐ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ͛ ŽĨ 

assembling together in public, Butler and Athanasiou suggest, actualisĞƐ ͚ƚŚĞ ůŝǀŝŶŐ ƌĞŐŝƐƚĞƌ 

ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĞǀĞŶƚ͛ ;ϭϬϮͿ͖ ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚŝŶŐ ŚŽǁ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚƐ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ƐŝŵƉůǇ ĂďŽƵƚ ĐŽŶƐƚĂŶƚ ŵŽƚŝŽŶ 

and flux; they are, more precisely, about duration: the interplay between continuity and 

change (Bergson [1903]1999).  While calling attention to the insidious harms of neoliberal 

governance and induced precarity, such performative practices also constitute collective 

relations and capacities which might support a range of immanent political possibilities.   



 17 

 

If pre-figurative politics are unfolding in public squares around the world, they are also 

ongoing within a multitude of digital spaces and circuits ʹ via practices of tweeting, meme-

making, blogging and virtual community-building.  Bonilla and Rosa, for instance, highlight 

the experience of a 25-year-old American protestor, Johnetta Elzie, who first encountered 

other activists online, with whom she ͚ůŝǀĞ-tweeted, Vined and InstaŐƌĂŵŵĞĚ͛ ĞǀĞƌǇ BLM 

protest in Ferguson during the summer of 2014 (2015: 10).  Coming to call themselves 

͚MŝůůĞŶŶŝĂů AĐƚŝǀŝƐƚƐ UŶŝƚĞĚ͛, these social media users eventually expanded ͚ƚŚĞŝƌ ƌŽůĞ ĨƌŽŵ 

͞ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚŝŶŐ͟ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ƚŽ ͞ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŶŐ͟ ŶĞǁ ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͛ ʹ including the use 

of the hashtag #Ferguson Friday to curate a weekly digital space for political reflection and 

͚ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ͞ĨŝƌĞƐŝĚĞ͟ conference calls during which activists based in Ferguson could speak 

directly with those ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĞǀĞŶƚƐ ĨƌŽŵ ĂĨĂƌ͛ (2015: 10).  IŶ ĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ͚ĨŽƌŐŝŶŐ Ă 

ƐŚĂƌĞĚ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞ͛ transnationally (Dixon 2014: 3), these kinds of digital 

practices enable millennials to develop vital political techné - the embodied skills, 

ƚĞĐŚŶŝƋƵĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŚĂďŝƚƐ ŽĨ ͚ĚŽŝŶŐ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ͛ online (Rentschler and Thrift, 2015).  SƵĐŚ ͚ůĞĂƌŶĞĚ 

and socially habituated way[s] of doing things with machines, tools, interfaces, instruments, 

ĂŶĚ ŵĞĚŝĂ͛ ;ϮϬϭϱ͗ ϮϰϭͿ are amenable to mobilisation for multiple, yet to be imagined, 

political enactments.  

 

In practical terms, this intuitive and speculative approach to politics is enabled, in part, by 

ƚŚĞƐĞ ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚƐ͛ ŶĞƚǁŽƌŬĞĚ ƋƵĂůŝƚŝĞƐ͕ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ŽĨ ĚŝŐŝƚĂů ĂŶĚ ĂůŐŽƌŝƚŚŵŝĐ 

media to connect members to moving events as they unfold.  Much has been written about 

the propensity of social ŵĞĚŝĂ ƚŽ ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞ ͚ĞĐŚŽ ĐŚĂŵďĞƌƐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ƉŽůĂƌŝǌĞ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů 

differences rather than exploring what might be potentially generative about their grey 

areas (Miller 2017, Benkler et al 2018).  Through a pre-figurative lens, however, we can 

ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞůǇ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞ ŝŵŵĂŶĞŶƚ͕ ͚ƌĞĂů-ƚŝŵĞ͛ ĚǇŶĂŵŝĐƐ ŽĨ ĚŝŐŝƚĂů ŵĞĚŝĂ ŵŝŐŚƚ 

enable (potential) activists to ͚ůĞĂƌŶ ĂŶĚ ĂĐƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŵŝĚƐƚ ŽĨ ŽŶŐŽŝŶŐ͕ ƵŶĨŽƌĞĐůŽƐĞĚ ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛ 

(Anderson 2017: 594).  This is significant because, as the philosopher Erin Manning argues, it 

is through inhabiting the gestures, habits and relations of life in process that we can discern 

and exploit the potential for dominant cultural and socio-political tendencies to become 

otherwise.  As such, we can consider how these movements have the capacity to leverage 

the affordances of digital technologies to pursue a pre-figurative politics that remains 
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attuned to the potentialities pulsating within the actual ʹ ƚŚƵƐ ͚ŽƉĞŶŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ǁĂy for new 

ƚĞŶĚĞŶĐŝĞƐ ƚŽ ĞŵĞƌŐĞ͛ ;MĂŶŶŝŶŐ 2016: 8).   

 

Of course, we know that the algorithmic dynamics of social media mean that results tend in 

certain directions and thus the forms of socio-political becoming that digital media might 

support are by no means open or unlimited - a reality that makes ongoing work to expose 

ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶƚĞƐƚ ͚ĂůŐŽƌŝƚŚŵŝĐ ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌŶŝĐŝŽƵƐ ůŝŶŬƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ĚŝŐŝƚĂů ŵĞĚŝĂ ĂŶĚ 

capitalism increasingly vital (Noble 2018; see also Fuchs 2014). Yet, for movements such as 

Occupy and BLM, staǇŝŶŐ ͚ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŵŝĚƐƚ͛ ŽĨ socio-political and material relations in process 

(Manning 2016) also means recognising that there is no politically pure position from which 

to operate outside the dynamics of neoliberalism or racial capitalism.  Rather, what is 

required are means of working speculatively within existing (infra)structures and relations 

of power to reorient the tendencies that comprise them. In this vein, one of the strengths of 

the pragmatic coalitions that algorithmic technologies enable is that they are flexible and 

responsive and can form and recalibrate tactics as situations unfold ʹ  thus potentially 

͚ŵŽďŝůŝƐ΀ŝŶŐ΁ Ă ůŝƚŚĞ ĂŶĚ ƉŽǁĞƌĨƵů ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ƌĞƐŝƐƚ͕ ƌĞǁŽƌŬ͕ ĂŶĚ ƵŶĚŽ ΀ŚĞŐĞŵŽŶŝĐ΁ 

ƐŽĐŝĂů ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ͛ ;Katz 2017: 598).  In providing a running archive of the affects, 

gestures and habits of everyday life, social media may also aid activists in developing modes 

ŽĨ ŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶŝŶŐ ŝŶ ͚ƌĂĐŝĂů ĐĂƉŝƚĂůŝƐŵ Žƌ ƉĂƚƌŝĂƌĐŚǇ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ŵŽƌĞ ǀŝƐĐĞƌĂůůǇ ŐƌĂƐƉ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞƐĞ 

structuring socio-political forces work - how they feel and take shape across particular 

contexts and sets of relations (ibid; see also Stewart 2007).  

 

What is perhaps most important from a pre-figurative perspective is that networked 

ƉƌŽũĞĐƚƐ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĂů ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ ƌĞŵĂŝŶ ͚ŝŶ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ĂŶĚ ƵŶĨŝŶŝƐŚĞĚ͕ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐůǇ 

pushes beyond available political categories, and yet something that can be shared, held in 

ĐŽŵŵŽŶ͛ ;DŝǆŽŶ ϮϬϭϰ͗ ϲͿ͘  Iƚ ŝƐ ƉƌĞĐŝƐĞůǇ ƚŚŝƐ ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ŽƉĞŶŶĞƐƐ͕ inclusivity and processuality, 

I want to suggest, that constitutes the power of Occupy and Black Lives Matter as 

ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚƐ͕ ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚƐ ĂŶĚ ƌĂůůǇŝŶŐ ĐĂůůƐ͘  AƐ NŝĐŚŽůĂƐ MŝƌǌŽĞĨĨ ĂƌŐƵĞƐ͕ ͚ƚŽ ƐĂǇ ͞BůĂĐŬ LŝǀĞƐ 

MĂƚƚĞƌ͟ ŝƐ ƚŽ ƌĞŽƉĞŶ ƚŚĞ ĚŝĂůŽŐƵĞ ĂďŽƵƚ ďůĂĐŬŶĞƐƐ͕ while taking action to insist on the 

presence ĂŶĚ ǀĂůƵĞ ŽĨ BůĂĐŬ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛ ;ϮϬϭϳ: 175).  When those marching, occupying, filming 

or live-tweeting repeat ͚BůĂĐŬ LŝǀĞƐ MĂƚƚĞƌ͕͛ he suggests, ƚŚĞ ͚ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ ŝŶ Ă 

particular space is evoked and remaiŶƐ ŽƉĞŶ͖͛ ƚŚĞ reiteration ͚ŵĂŬĞƐ ĐŽŵŵŽŶ Ă ǁĂǇ ƚŽ ďĞ ŝŶ 
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ƚŚĞ ĨƵƚƵƌĞ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ ͚ĂůǁĂǇƐ ďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐ͕ ĂůǁĂǇƐ ŝŶ ĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ while being site-ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐ͛ (2017: 33, 

92).  Indeed, the ĨŽƌŵĂů ƐŝŵŝůĂƌŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ ĂĐƌŽƐƐ BLM͛Ɛ ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ĞŶĂďůĞĚ Ɖartly by its 

powerful mobilisation of algorithmic technologies͕ ͚ƐŚŝĨƚƐ ƚŚĞŵ ĨƌŽŵ ďĞŝŶŐ ƐŝŵƉůǇ ƉƌŽƚĞƐƚƐ ͙ 

to becoming pre-figurative invocations of what anti-anti-ďůĂĐŬŶĞƐƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ůŽŽŬ ůŝŬĞ͛ ;ŝƚĂůŝĐƐ 

mine, 86-7).  As Barnor Hesse suggests, in mobilising around the visceral materiĂůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ͚ďůĂĐŬ 

ůŝǀĞƐ͛ ŝŶƐƚĞĂĚ ŽĨ ͚Đŝǀŝů ƌŝŐŚƚƐ͕ ŚƵŵĂŶ ƌŝŐŚƚƐ͕ Žƌ ďůĂĐŬ ƌŝŐŚƚƐ͕͛ BLM ƐŝŐŶĂůƐ ŝƚƐ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ Ă 

ǁŝĚĞƌ ͚black life politics͛ ƚŚĂƚ ĂŝŵƐ ƚŽ ĐƵůƚŝǀĂƚĞ ŚĂďŝƚƐ ĂŶĚ ͚ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚŝĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞůĞĂƐĞ ďůĂĐŬ ůŝĨĞ 

from being diminished in the racial instrumentalities of subordination, segregation, or 

ƐŽĐŝĂůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;ϮϬϭϳ͗ ϲϬϬͿ͘  At the same time that it digitally tracks the quotidian denigration 

and destruction of black lives, then, BLM mobilises networked technologies to imagine and 

enact new material potentialities for black life beyond the status quo.  

 

With respect to temporality, pre-figurative politics are oriented towards the future ʹ to the 

ƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ͚ďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐ ŽƚŚĞƌǁŝƐĞ͛ (Deleuze and Guattari 1994) ʹ yet they are materially 

grounded in the experiential flows, relations and struggles of the present.  Nonetheless, and 

crucially, pre-figurative approaches do not operate through historical erasure, nor do they 

prioritise unity or uniformity over disagreement and difference.  Indeed, acknowledging 

how the past lives on in the present - through habits of privilege, power and violence 

(Pedwell 2017a) is central to the affective, digital and political labour with which 

Thumbelina and Tom Thumb may seek to enŐĂŐĞ͘ ͚“ŚĂƌĞĚ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ƚĞŶĚĞŶĐŝĞƐ͛ ;DŝǆŽŶ 2014) 

then, do not, and cannot, signal the eradication of social, political, culture and economic 

difference.  Moreover, as AŚŵĞĚ ƵŶĚĞƌƐĐŽƌĞƐ͕ ͚ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ŶŽ ŐƵĂƌĂŶƚĞĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŝŶ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ 

justice we will ourselveƐ ďĞ ũƵƐƚ͖͛ ĂƐ ƐƵĐŚ͕ ǁĞ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ͚ƚĞŵƉĞƌ ƚŚĞ ƐƚƌĞŶŐƚŚ of our 

ƚĞŶĚĞŶĐŝĞƐ ǁŝƚŚ ĚŽƵďƚ͖ ƚŽ ǁĂǀĞƌ ǁŚĞŶ ǁĞ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ƐƵƌĞ͕ Žƌ ĞǀĞŶ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ǁĞ ĂƌĞ ƐƵƌĞ͛ ;ϮϬϭϳ͗ 

6-7). 

 

Conclusions 

 

Drawing on Thumbelina (2015) for speculative inspiration, this essay has sought to 

complicate the pervasive linking of digital media with capitalist colonization and political 

disaffection ʹ as well as the assumption that digital culture necessarily has corrosive effects 



 20 

ŽŶ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ affects, habits and subjectivities.  Expanding on “ĞƌƌĞƐ͛ account of 

millennials͛ ĂĨĨŝŶŝƚǇ ǁŝƚŚ digital technologies making possible more intuitive techno-

embodied dispositions, I have explored the suggestive resonances ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ TŚƵŵďĞůŝŶĂ͛Ɛ 

mix of intuitive sense and algorithmic thought and the tendencies of new social movements 

such as Black Lives Matter and Occupy.  Millennials have been at the heart of these 

emergent activisms in part, I have argued, because they practice forms of pre-figurative 

politics that combine ͚ƚŚĞ ŵŽǀŝŶŐ͕͛ ͚ƚŚĞ ĂĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŚĞ ĚŝŐŝƚĂů͛.  While exploiting the 

aggregative and inter-textual capacities of algorithmic media to live-chronicle everyday 

inequalities and choreograph collective action and affect, these movements also cultivate 

transformative relations, capacities and forms of techné with the potential to actualise pre-

emergent political and ethical futures.   

 

The more general idea that I have begun to address through my speculative engagement 

with the possibilities inherent in the figurations of Thumbelina and Tom Thumb is that 

embodied and socio-political change is continually unfolding through ongoing processes of 

mediation - multiple, overlapping, non-linear processes that work primarily at the level of 

affect, sensation, gesture, habit and tendency.  ͚TŚĞ ĚŝŐŝƚĂů͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŚĞ ĂůŐŽƌŝƚŚŵŝĐ͛ ĂƌĞ central 

to such dynamics; indeed, ǁĞ ĂƌĞ Ăůů ŶŽǁ ͚ĚŝŐŝƚĂů ŚƵŵĂŶƐ͛ ʹ but what this means (or has the 

potential to mean) materially, politically and ethically is not straightforward, pre-

determined or easily predictable.  It may, however, be through cultivating a more intuitive 

mode of engagement with everyday life that we are better able to sense and apprehend 

these kinds of transformations as they are happening - and the potentialities for becoming 

otherwise they entail.  
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