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Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to investigate how American power is adapting to a changing post-
Cold War global landscape. It is commonly accepted that many of the most visible cultural
expressions of globalisation are American. However, contemporary accounts have proven
inadequate in assessing how such forces have helped provide the infrastructure for
America’s global dominance. With growing debate over the decline of American
influence, the thesis intends to address how American statecraft is attempting to redefine
itself for a digital age.

With the accelerated transmission of information, images and sounds, nation-states are
gradually losing the ability to either dictate their official narrative or control their global
image. The new info-war that lies at the heart of contemporary American statecraft thus
involves the wholesale integration of struggles over information, technology,
communication and culture into the conflict itself. The thesis, therefore, investigates how
American military and diplomatic efforts are both shaping and being reshaped by modern
techno-culture.

The thesis pieces together a contemporary genealogy of American cultural diplomacy in
the Middle East from the Cold War through to the “war on terror”. This genealogy pays
particular attention to both the continued hold of civilisationist discourses and the shifting
question of race in American foreign policy — from the instrumentalisation of jazz at the
height of the ideological antagonism of the Cold War, to rap music as a soundtrack to
American Empire. The attention paid to African American culture aims to highlight the
ways in which the radical traditions of struggle for freedom from the underside of the
American Empire are transforming our world today for both better and worse.

The thesis concludes by contextualising the evolving relationship between consumption,
technology, communication and (national) security, and situating the Occupied Palestinian
Territories within these global capital and cultural flows. This takes the form of an analysis
of the multiple local and international socio-economic initiatives taking hold in the West
Bank — from governmental institutions and NGOs, to the business sector and consumer
industries — and their particular attempts at reshaping Palestinian public spheres.
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Preface

This project was first conceived out of my interest in contemporary African American
popular culture and its increasing global reach and influence on youth cultures across the
world. It grew out of my particular concern for how radical black traditions of struggle
from the underbelly of the American Empire have come to transform our world for both
better and worse. As my research developed, popular accounts of globalisation proved
unsatisfactory in addressing globalisation’s relationship to those processes traditionally
characterised as Americanisation. The accepted paradigm of hard, soft and smart power in
the international realm was being increasingly undermined by the evolving relationship
between military and diplomatic efforts in our post-9/11 world. It was becoming clear that
this emerging info-war was attempting to integrate struggles over information, technology
and communication, and thereby having a significant impact on the global dissemination
and consumption of culture. It should be noted that this project is therefore in many ways a
response to the post-9/11 climate of fear and anxiety over both the perceived decline of
American hegemony and the general weakening of nation-states as dominant actors in the
international arena.

The first task was to provide an alternative theoretical framework through which to
understand better how American statecraft is adapting to this changing global landscape.
The thesis uses the sociological imaginations of Theodor Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Paul
Virilio, Ralph Ellison and Benjamin Barber to reassess how American military and
diplomatic efforts are being reshaped by modern techno-culture. However, as well as
arguing that this info-war forms a significant break from traditional modes of statecraft, the
second task was to situate it within a certain historical legacy. The Cold War is central to
this thesis in that it helps contextualise both the conceptual “import-export” of America’s
contemporary cultural industry and the particular role African American popular culture is
playing in attempts to manipulate people’s complex and ambivalent feelings towards

America. Moreover, it shifts the focus of these discussions to the Third World and the



numerous interventions and ideological rivalries that played out in often ignored parts of
the world.

I chose to travel to the United States in order to trace some of these evolving
relationships. Three months were spent between Washington D.C. and New York
following the new initiatives in the State Department and trawling through records at the
National Archives, Smithsonian Institution, Louis Armstrong House and Archives, and a
number of other institutions. I also interviewed artists and individuals at various think
tanks and cultural organisations. With the thesis focusing on the impact of these diplomatic
efforts and economic and social projects on attempts at reshaping the Middle East, a
further three months were spent in the Occupied Territories. This not only helped build a
clearer and more up-to-date genealogy of the occupation’s architecture in a global context,
but it also provided a space for honest investigation into a complex and at times
contradictory cultural field. I relied on a number of mixed methods, including interviews
with government officials and funders, commercial sector employees, cultural organisers,
youth surveys, programme evaluations and participant observation at trainings, exhibitions,
screenings and concerts. However, my thinking was equally influenced by the time spent
with young people outside the formal networks built into structured ethnographic work.
There are personal reasons for my choice in focusing on the Middle East and Palestine in
particular, but it also offers an opportunity to interrogate fully popular accounts of
globalisation and question the extent to which our postcolonial world constitutes a rupture
with the past.

Chapter One, The Digital Stream of the “War on Terror”: Technology, Popular
Culture and Warfare in the Age of Digital (Re)production, builds on the work of the
Frankfurt School and their critique of the culture industry so as to explore the rupture
caused by digital culture. It critically examines the trend towards both audiovisual and
virtual public spheres under the conditions of contemporary globalisation. This discussion
pays particular attention to both the image phantasmagorias of mass culture and the
technoaesthetics at work in today’s 24/7 news and entertainment culture. The second part
shifts these concerns to the novel role that this technological culture is playing in the new
Pentagon and State Department sponsored info-war. This takes the shape of a reappraisal
of the various ventures that attempt to blur the line between public and private realms, as
well as the distinctions between citizen, civilian and soldier. It concludes with a discussion

of the propaganda techniques, technological developments and new ethico-political



dilemmas that such technologies have created by looking at the example of viewer-
consumers of Israel’s assault on Gaza at the end of 2008.

Chapter Two, @America: Culture Talk, American Diplomacy and the Shift
Towards “Digital Natives”, assesses how America’s diplomatic efforts have evolved in an
increasingly networked world. The first half focuses on how technological innovation is
changing the conduct of international diplomacy and ushering in a new era of American
diplomacy in the Middle East. It focuses on the particular shift from traditional state-
centric diplomacy to other channels of communication. The chapter explores how trends in
digital technology are being developed and employed by government, military and
commercial bodies in order to manipulate the ways in which we receive and exchange
information. The idea of “culture talk™ is central to its arguments around the manipulation
of culture to explain away certain micro and macro situations, as well as its exploitation as
a diplomatic tool. I argue that digital culture is not only disrupting the nation-state’s hold
over its narrative and global image, but also having a marked impact on both the form and
style of the traditional art of public diplomacy. The second half expands on these trends to
explore critically the continued attempts at reinventing the Orient. By addressing the State
Department’s new mission statement in the region, it aims to examine this reshaping of the
political economy of information in a digital age. The chapter concludes by critically
assessing the impact of these evolving processes on American diplomatic efforts in the
context of Internet freedom and the spring 2011 uprisings across North Africa and the
Middle East.

Chapter Three, “We Can Crown Kings in Adidas”: Selling America Abroad,
attempts a critical re-reading of American public diplomacy from the Cold War through to
its place in post-9/11 securitocracy. This genealogy builds on the historical relationship
between American commerce, popular culture and finance in selling America abroad.
However, where it departs from most literature on the subject is in its attention to the role
of race in such policies. Through archival research and interviews, the chapter interrogates
the value of jazz music at the height of the Cold War to convey a sense of shared suffering,
as well as the conviction that equality could ultimately be gained under the American
political system. It concludes by asking whether or not the legacy that such policies have
left behind allows for African American popular culture, and hip-hop culture in particular,
to play a similarly effective role in the “war on terror”.

Chapter Four, Trading in Blackness: Hip-Hop America and Its Post-Cold War

Travels, discusses the place of black America in the country’s changing cultural landscape.



I argue that African American popular cultural production today needs to be
(re)contextualised in a number of different ways. Not only has the globally reconfigured
relations with the cultural marketplace led to the superseding of commodified authenticity
with a new racialised subcultural cachet, but the “war on terror” has also brought with it a
novel articulation of the relationship between such racial and cultural formations. This
chapter, therefore, focuses on the socio-cultural turn of the post-civil rights generation and
the subsequent commodification of black resistance. The second half develops some of
these complex arguments by focusing on the socio-political changes in hip-hop culture,
and more specifically on how it has come to play as a soundtrack to American cultural
imperialism. I argue that contemporary African American popular culture is proving to be
one of the most effective tools in America’s diplomatic armoury. It addresses the role of
hip-hop in the globalisation of the themes of American social doxa, and thus challenges the
ways in which African American styles and ideas are traveling across the globe. The
chapter closes by attempting to re-evaluate the transnational nature of the black Atlantic
and offer up alternative rebellious soundscapes that are resisting the homogonising forces
of contemporary culture industries.

The aim of Chapter Five, Global Processes and the Question of Palestine:
Freedom and the Public Sphere in the Occupied Palestinian Territories, is to place
Palestine in the context of the central concerns of the thesis. It attempts to situate the
question of Palestine within the globalised networks of contemporary capital and cultural
flows. The chapter uses fieldwork in the West Bank to build a clearer and more up-to-date
genealogy of the occupation’s architecture; an architecture that has undergone a number of
significant changes in recent years. It focuses on foreign governments, international non-
governmental actors, private sector initiatives and cultural (consumer) industries, and their
attempts to neutralise spaces and populations through economic and social development.
The theoretical work in this chapter offers an analytical toolbox that assists new modes of
thinking through the three-dimensional spatial networks of the occupation. The first part
concentrates on the increase in international donor spending on security, but more
specifically on the coinciding attempts to revive the economic and social life in
strategically chosen areas in the West Bank. Such processes are drastically reshaping and
remapping the central question of Palestinian sovereignty. I argue that the fractious
nationalism that has come to dominate Palestinian identity since the Oslo Accords is being
eroded and replaced by a virtual nationalism for which there is little precedent. The second

half focuses on the global infotainment telesector and its impact on Palestinian youth



culture and emerging public spheres. Through empirical work and ethnographic sketches,
it endeavors to evaluate the extent to which such a sphere is able to manipulate and reshape
young people’s complex and ambivalent outlook on America.

The thesis concludes by asking whether or not digital culture in our networked
globe can reconstitute the relationship between popular protest and popular culture; or if it
simply aestheticises resistance, making the unbearable bearable for consumption and
entertainment. This epilogue explores the potential that emerging digital cultures hold for
both subverting the idea of culture as property and disrupting the aesthetics and political
economy of contemporary culture industries. By recognising that certain cultural workers
are attempting to use some of these formats and aesthetic practices in order to subvert
certain cartographic and spatial practices, it questions how popular culture can be
resituated within the fragmented history of resistance to colonialism and capital.

It is important to emphasise here that my concerns are heuristic and conclusions
only provisional. There are also a number of lines of enquiry that have had to be set aside
so as to weave together a coherent yet fragmented genealogy of contemporary American
power. Nothing here is therefore definitive. The hope is that by disrupting popular
narratives around globalisation and re-mapping the shifting forces in our fractured and
uneven world that new modes of thinking will emerge. I am aware that this work holds
important implications for international relations and diplomacy, but it also has crucial
ramifications for ideas of solidarity and internationalism in an era of the declining nation-
state. There is a certain spirit that I hope this thesis represents. Firstly, the hope is that its
contents are unified by a stubborn resistance to both the organisation of the nation-state
and the constraints of national and ethnic particularity. Crucial, therefore, is both the
sustained assault on the stubborn hold of civilisationist discourses and the opening up of
radical spaces for a fluid interplay between postcolonial and ultimately postnational life.
Secondly, it hopes to stress the urgent need for a serious reappraisal of the nature of
contemporary info-war and its violent attempts to blur the line between public and private

realms and thus pollute our vibrant cultural lives.
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Introduction

A Villa in the Middle of the Jungle

When it comes to the Arabs, I must admit to an incurable romanticism.
— Raphael Patai (1973)

A Cultural Sociology of Globalisation for a Segregated World

British sociologist Anthony Giddens (1999) argues that globalisation has something to do
with the idea that we now all inhabit one world. A phenomenon he characterises by
fundamental changes in the world economy, the communications revolution and global
trade in physical commodities, information and currency. Giddens and others are right to
point out that the era of the nation-state is in decline (Ohmae 1995; Castells 1996; Sassen
1996). Under the conditions of contemporary globalisation, states are losing elements of
the sovereignty they once took for granted, as well as politicians and officials much of
their capacity to influence directly both local constituencies and global events.
Nevertheless, the problem with such characterisations lies in the predominately triumphant
tone of the literature, which promises both an alternative and improved global political
arrangement. Such a celebratory climate has lead some to conclude that globalisation is
creating a genuinely democratic global civil society, carried along by a mixture of
economic, technological and cultural imperatives (Jess and Massey 1995; Giddens 1999;
Kaldor 2003; Stiglitz 2003; Held 2004; Ray 2006; Bhgwati 2007). This “runaway world”,
however, cannot be so easily described as a series of uncontrollable changes. Such
enthusiastic representations ignore the histories of early modern capitalism, colonialism,
imperialism and resistance to globalism that were so crucial to its formation. They thus
serve to occlude certain institutionalised processes that continue to carry forward some of
these global transformations today.

These sociologies of globalisation are only partial and selective, with complex
problems immediately reduced to simple assimilable forms of states, markets and cultures.

Consequently, any critical contribution to the cultural sociology of globalisation needs to
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undo the historic invisibility of certain processes under contemporary globalisation, and in
doing so examine the extent to which our present-day postcolonial world constitutes a
rupture with the past. Leslie Sklair (2000) persuasively argues that the latest phase of
global capitalism is one that transcends the unit of the nation-state. His work stresses that
many contemporary problems cannot be adequately studied simply at the level of inter-
state relations, but need to be better theorised in terms of global transnational processes,
beyond the level of the nation-state. Alternative periodisations of these developments can
also be found in the work of Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker (2002), which allows
for an understanding of these movements prior to the instantiation of either the nation or
the state. Such a radical reconfiguration of geographies allows one to look at space from
fundamentally different vantage points. When land markers are dropped one realises that
so much is created beyond them.

The hidden histories of resistance to the origins and rise of capitalism that such an
approach opens up provide an alternative framework for reconsidering global capitalism
and globalisation as ongoing historical processes, rather than as simply new phenomena.'
What such narratives also importantly acknowledge is the association that exists between
the history of the nation-state and that of Empire. Critical reflections on globalisation, the
central phenomenon of our epoch, can gain in radicality if they accept that slavery,
colonialism and neocolonialism — capitalism’s old and new formations — need to be given
serious consideration in their discussions. The plantation, the factory, the colony and now
the neo-liberal city and its adjacent slums, are the principal global laboratories in which
experiments have been conducted into the destiny of the world that we inhabit in the
colonial present (Gregory 2004; Davis 2006, 2007).

Another central issue that stems from these concerns is that popular accounts of
contemporary globalisation seem inadequate in addressing the ways in which such
processes have more specifically provided the infrastructure for America’s global
hegemony. Thomas Friedman’s (2007) idea of globalisation as inducing a “flatter world” is
inextricably linked to the perceived trend amongst middle classes across the world of
increasingly producing and consuming like Americans. However, what this contentious

narrative ignores is that this supposedly new society of complete mobilisation combines in

"In The Many-Headed Hydra, Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker carefully describe the unprecedented
expansion of colonialism and trade in the early 17" century, which launched the first global economy and
with it a diverse and landless workforce. Despite the blinding effects of concepts of race, class and nation
that have guided many accounts, The Many-Headed Hydra brings attention to the fraught national, ethnic and
racial boundaries that these workers traversed. It is here that the ordering processes of global capitalism were
given birth to, as well as the conditions for resistances that were to hinder the rise of the Atlantic Empire.
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productive union the features of the welfare state and the warfare state; a project of global
integration as benevolent supremacy. Such an endeavour is not a traditional colonial
project, but rather a pursuit of hegemony through policies of modernisation and
development. Globalisation can thus be described as submerging the effects of imperialism
into economic fatalism or cultural ecumenism, and of making transnational relationships of
power appear both neutral and necessary (Appadurai 1986, 1996; Bourdieu and Wacquant
1999). In other words, it is the naturalisation of the schemata of neo-liberal thought. The
new political economy of information that constitutes this stage of globalisation rests upon
the evolving synergy between the various networks of power, particularly those between
nation-states, governments, corporate institutions and mass media conglomerates.

For some, particularly in the United States, the September 11 attacks made an overt
mockery of the concept of sovereignty, demonstrating that there was no longer any
difference between inside and outside, between the domestic and the international.
However, what is often forgotten is that the majority of people, particularly those in the
Global South whose experiences are predominately characterised by “negative
globalisation”, have already learnt that painful lesson (Bauman 1998).> Under the logic of
the national security state, which has existed formally in the United States since at least
1947, national interest has often been conflated with promoting the idea of the “free
world”. Historically, successive American governments have claimed to build universalism
and promote democracy on crimes that were justified on the basis of a politics almost
exclusively founded on the question of who is my enemy and how to exterminate them.
This form of politics rests on a vision of a world divided between friends and enemies,
with the enemy constructed as a strictly ontological entity (Schmitt 2003).?

The idea of “making the world one” under today’s logic of securitocracy is founded

on a politics that seeks to free itself from all constraints. Therefore, in the name of peace

* By this concept Zygmunt Bauman implies a highly selective globalisation of trade and capital, surveillance
and information, coercion and weaponry, that all show disdain for state boundaries. For Bauman, it is these
processes of “negative globalisation” that have led to the spectre of vulnerability that haunts the liquid
modern society. It is worth pointing out here that at the same time as technological diffusion across the Third
World is being celebrated for unlocking the democratic potential of civil society, toxic waste from British
municipal dumps — televisions, computers and gadgets — is being sent to Africa illegally. For more, see
Milmo (2009) ‘Dumped in Africa: Britain’s Toxic Waste’ The Independent, 18 February.

> In The Concept of the Political, Carl Schmitt defends the view that all true politics is based on the
distinction between friend and enemy. This division, Schmitt elaborates, is essentially public and not private.
Individuals may have personal enemies, but personal enmity is not a political phenomenon. Politics thus
involves groups that face off as mutual enemies. Two groups will find themselves in a situation of mutual
enmity only if there is a possibility of war and mutual killing between them. Therefore, for Schmitt, the
utmost degree of association is the willingness to fight and die for and together with other members of one's
group, and the ultimate degree of dissociation is the willingness to kill others for the simple reason that they
are members of a hostile group.
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and security, the global politics of the United States seeks exemption and exception based
on a politics of boundless irresponsibility. Giorgio Agamben’s work reminds us that,
unlike the logic of discipline, which aims to produce order, security can only function
within a context of freedom — a freedom of traffic, trade and individual initiative. In this
new global arrangement, created by the end of the classical form of war between sovereign
states, security finds its end in globalisation. A condition Agamben (2001) describes as an

idea of a new planetary order that is the worst of all disorders.

“America’s lost its groove, but we’re America right!”*

The Global Trends 2025: A Transformed World report, initiated by the U.S. National
Intelligence Council, acknowledged that America would remain the single most important
actor into 2025. However, it went on to state that American freedom of action would be
constricted by the increasingly irregular warfare tactics of others, as well as the
proliferation of long-range precision weapons and the growing use of cybernetic warfare
(National Intelligence Council 2008). Such observations may seem unsurprising, but most
discussions on the subject of American global power continue to be framed within the
unsatisfactory paradigm of “hard” and “soft” power (Nye 1990).> Within this framework,
the relationship between military, financial and cultural power remains constrained by
simple linear terms of one-to-one relations. Most discussions on the current global climate
question whether or not a decline in America’s previously hegemonic financial and
military global standing could be offset by its cultural standing; or if it will simply lead to
the dethroning of the United States as the sole global superpower (Nye 1990, 2003, 2011;
Ferguson 2005; Fukuyama 2006; Zakaria 2008). However, such deliberations are proving
unsatisfactory for better understanding our particular geopolitical nomos and appreciating
that states are not simply unitary actors. They have proven incapable of capturing the

complexities of contemporary statecraft and its various modalities of power, particularly

* Friedman (2008) ‘Hot, Flat and Crowded’ LSE Public Lecture 14 October.

> Joseph Nye developed the idea of “soft power” in the context of international relations theory. The term,
now widely used in international affairs by academics, analysts and statesmen, refers to the ability to obtain
what one wants through co-option and attraction, rather than the hard power of coercion and punishment. The
soft power of a nation is seen to centre on three resources: its culture — in places where it is attractive to
others, its political values — when it lives up to them at home and abroad, and its foreign policies — when they
are seen as legitimate and having moral authority. In his most recent book, The Future of Power, Nye
attempts to build on his earlier work to address how the global information age is increasingly rendering
traditional markers of power obsolete and thereby remapping long-established relationships. At a time when
many are debating the future of American power, for Nye, the United States is not in absolute decline and
will probably remain more powerful than any other state in the coming decades.
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those networks that circumvent both the constricted logic of the state and its increasingly
weakening boundaries.

What most commentators have yet to address is how the indispensable nation is
attempting to negotiate this period in order to more successfully reorientate itself in an
increasingly interdependent and networked world. Such work needs to give a far more
detailed account of the mixture of economic, military, technological and cultural
imperatives that are carrying these processes forward. With the Bush years commonly
described as an aberration, it becomes increasingly important to look beyond the
epiphenomenal headlines and at longer-term logics of the global changes we are living
through. This also makes it possible to see current American policy makers as “heirs of
unbroken traditions of global calculation by the U.S. state that go back to the last years of
the Second World War” (Anderson 2002, p. 5).

The latest buzzword to come out of American foreign policy circles is that of
“smart power”, which is seen as a more synergetic integration of hard power with its softer
counterpart.® The idea of smart power makes it clear that violence is not only still a viable
option, but also a necessary one. What it also attempts to articulate is that the choice of
legitimate targets and combatants is no longer simply righteous, but also culturally
informed. This strategic readjustment in American foreign policy thinking reminds us that
the last words scrawled by Kurtz in his pamphlet on civilising the savages — to
“exterminate all the brutes” — are still alive with us today. The horror for the ivory trader at
the end of Conrad’s novella is invoked in the increasing realisation amongst American
government and military officials that there can ultimately be no military solutions to
political wars.

Historian Perry Anderson points to two integrally connected foreign policy goals
that have continued to endure. The first to make the world safe for capitalism, and the
second being Washington’s determination to ensure uncontested American primacy within
world capitalism. With the disappearance of the USSR marking the victory of the United

States in the Cold War, the reach of American diplomacy and extension of its global

% In her confirmation hearing as the new Secretary of State in President Obama’s administration, Hillary
Clinton stressed that, “we must use what has been called smart power, the full range of tools at our disposal —
diplomatic, economic, military, political, legal and cultural — picking the right tool or combination of tools
for each situation”. Joseph Nye was the first to promulgate the notion of smart power. For Nye, it involves
setting clear and manageable objectives, understanding the resources available within dynamic
circumstances, understanding sensibilities of the targets of a country’s objectives, choosing among power
strategies and anticipating the success of those strategies. For more, see, Nye (2008) The Powers to Lead:
Soft, Hard, and Smart. New York: Oxford University Press.
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hegemony became greater than ever before. By the late nineties, the United Nations had
become virtually as much an arm of the State Department as the IMF was of the Treasury.
The aftermath of the Cold War, therefore, allowed for a more comprehensive doctrine that
attempted to link free markets to free elections and human rights. This helped create an
environment for a military humanism that could be the “jimmy in the door of national
sovereignty” (Anderson 2002, p. 9). Where the rhetoric of the Clinton administration chose
to speak of the cause of international justice and the construction of a democratic peace,
the Bush regime spoke in terms of an international alliance in the “war on terror” and a
global freedom agenda. What is important to stress here is that these are not incompatible
motifs, but rather that the order of emphasis assigned to each has changed. The result
simply being a “sharp contrast of atmospherics” (Anderson 2002, pg. 13).

The slippage between the plates of consent and force within the system of
American hegemony that became possible with the end of the Cold War has become ever
more prescient today. The post-Cold War landscape is seen to have brought with it two
major shifts that appeal to American grand strategists. The first concerns political and
military dynamics. The bipolar international system has expired, and the world is
perceived as having returned to a loose, multipolar, balance-of-power system, with the
potential for American dominance in key military areas. Since this shift is largely seen as
an issue of inter-state relations, it has aroused practitioners of realpolitik. The second shift
is mainly economic, with the enormous growth of liberal market systems woven together
by global trade and investment flows. Its particular dynamics appeal to the liberal-
internationalist or global-interdependence schools of strategy. Contrary to realists and neo-
realists, proponents of these schools of thought argue that statist dynamics matter less than
in the past, and that the prospects for peace depend on multilateral cooperation through
international regimes that transcend the state. The result of such shifts is not only a
changing world, but also a continuing interplay between America’s two main schools of
grand strategy: realpolitik and liberal internationalism.

Meanwhile, a third, and more interesting shift has also emerged. The intensification
of the information revolution, with its global interconnectivity and knowledge diffusing to
non-state actors, is generating a new fabric for an information world order. Many
strategists do not seem to know what to make of these changes. Some view it as spelling a

significant paradigm shift, but most attempt to make it fit into either of the paradigms of
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realpolitik and internationalism.” However, the idea of America as a post-imperial example
of a state dominating global networks is also beginning to take hold. Following on from
the work of Hardt and Negri, who themselves do not deal particularly convincingly with
this question of America’s place in contemporary globalisation, Empire is now taken as a
new kind of global power that looks to the United States like a network model. Moreover,
such a system is seen as neither coerced nor aggressively dominated by it. The United
States can thus be said to be the lynchpin of this democratic capitalist Empire (Hardt and
Negri 2001). However, the most lucid theorists of American imperialism are fully
conscious of the fact that American primacy and a worldwide liberal civilisation are not
logically interdependent. As Anderson argues, “they contemplate, calmly and explicitly,
the passing of the first as such as it has accomplished its mission of seeing the second”

(2007, p. 11).

Americanisation and the Social Life of Consumption

Antonio Gramsci’s writings on Fordism and Americanism offer an important insight into
both the political and cultural significance of contemporary globalisation and its
relationship to those processes characterised as Americanisation. Gramsci called attention
to the “long process” of socio-political change through which Fordist capitalism might
achieve some measure of institutional stability. The ideological and institutional legitimacy
of this new ultra-modern form of production and of working methods would be embodied
in cultural practices and social relations far beyond the workplace (Gramsci 1971, p. 280).
Domestically, Cold War ideology played a crucial role in the stabilisation of Fordist
institutions in the United States. A coalition of social forces, with deradicalised industrial
labour unions incorporated as junior partners, worked to rebuild the “free world” along
liberal capitalist lines so as to resist the threat of a presumed communist menace.

This institutionalised Fordism, in turn, had far-reaching geopolitical consequences.

It enabled the United States to provide the economic dynamism necessary to spark the

7 American policy circles are increasingly accepting that the structures and dynamics of the world order are
changing so deeply that neither realpolitik nor internationalism suits these new realities. Therefore, any
attempt to better exploit the information age needs to build a new paradigm. Such a shift in theory and praxis
necessitates that militaries adapt from a hierarchical structure to a more networked one. American military
researchers John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt have coined the term “noopolitiks” in an attempt to capture the
essence of today’s info-war. Their thesis stresses the centrality of civil society actors and speaks of a “global
noosphere” taking shape. For them, such a space is created through cyberspace and developed further by
information technologies. For more, see Arquilla and Ronfeldt (1999) The Emergency of Noopolitik: Toward
an American Information Strategy. Washington, D.C.: RAND.
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reconstruction of the postwar years along with the spread of its military industrial complex.
This proved particularly effective as the Cold War acted to legitimate American
interventions that protected and extended transnational business interests under the guise of
protecting the “free world” from communism and promoting an ideology of free choice
and consumer sovereignty. Importantly, the value system appropriate for the successful
transition to capitalist modernisation was the culture-ideology of consumerism. This is
where the nexus between Americanisation, capitalist consumerism and globalisation can be
articulated — at the “vanishing point of modernity” (Anderson 2002, p. 24).® Not only has
the American dream been central to the project of global capitalism, but as Leslie Sklair
(1991) argues, the reformation of capitalism can also be seen as the Americanisation of
capitalism with the culture-ideology of consumerism as its rationale. This nexus is how the
cultural ideological sphere, particularly since the “communications revolution” of the
1980s, is now conspiring with the logics of political imperialism and economic neo-
imperialism.

Contemporary postmodern consumer capitalism, and in particular the globalisation
of American lifestyle choices, fits into the logic of high-tech info-war. This form of
warfare aims to take advantage of an increasingly networked world that is reducing the
monopolistic grip of the nation-state over the production and diffusion of information.
While today’s cultural campaigns increasingly attempt to create the world in their own
image, allowing Apple Inc. and the like to redefine political and social reality. This
branded form of edutainment attempts to combine various public and private interests so as
to individualise and personalise its products for informed consumers and drive their
aspirational values. This is also reflected in the new target demographic of this info-war.
The intended audience of such warfare is no longer the educated elite or business and
professional echelons of society, but rather youth across the globe. Through the medium of
popular technology, the construction of this demographic set attempts to cut across racial,
class and other socio-economic differences. Jared Cohen, the former young rising star

within the U.S. State Department and newly appointed Director of Google Ideas, highlights

¥ In his editorial piece Force and Consent, Perry Anderson argues that, “the American direction, as opposed
to domination, of the globe does not, of course, rest simply on an ideological creed. Historically, it has been
the attractive power of U.S. models of production and culture that has extended the reach of this hegemony.
The two have over time become increasingly unified in the sphere of consumption, to offer a single way of
life as a pattern to the world. But analytically they should be kept distinct [...] so long as this economic lead
was maintained America could figure in a world-wide imaginary as the vanishing point of modernity: in the
eyes of millions of people overseas, the form of life that traced an ideal shape of their own future. This image
was, and is, a function of technological advance”.
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this unity between public and private interests by stating that, “the civil liberties young
people have found online for organising a good time have become the same freedoms that
they now leverage for dissent and action” (Cohen 2008).”

Arjun Appadurai rightly points out that the globalisation of culture is not the same
as its homogenisation:

The central feature of global culture today is the politics of the
mutual effort of sameness and difference to cannibalise one another
and thus proclaim their successful hijacking of the twin
enlightenment ideas of the triumphantly universal and the
resiliently particular. (Appadurai 1996, p. 43)

With this, both the dissemination of information and the production of mediascapes help
blur the line between realistic and fictional landscapes. It further provides large and
complex repertoires of images, narratives and ethnoscapes to viewers across a world in
which commodities, the news and politics are profoundly mixed. This political-economic
project is driven by both the symbolic and material violence of the globalisation of the
themes of American social doxa. All the carriers and importers of American cultural
products can thus be seen as facilitating the actual globalisation of American problems.
The work of Pierre Bourdieu and Loic Wacquant (1999) highlights the particular
conceptual “import-export” of America’s contemporary cultural industries. Under such
conditions, complex and controversial realities of a particular historical society become

tacitly constituted as a model for every other and a yardstick for all things.

Why Do They Hate Us? Between McWorld and McJihad

Today’s post-9/11 landscape has encouraged renewed debate on the particular place of
public diplomacy, and more specifically a new cultural diplomacy, in this developing
environment of “human security”. The underlying assumption is that with this security

agenda the resulting policies will be diametrically opposed to the projection of soft power.

? In 2010, Jared Cohen left the Policy Planning staff at the U.S. Department of State to set up a new division
at Google. In the same way that Policy Planning works to bring together a number of stakeholders across
different sectors, Google Ideas aims to achieve something similar. Its focuses include everything from
counter-terrorism, counter-radicalisation and non-proliferation, as well as more typical development and
citizen empowerment initiatives. In an interview with Foreign Policy regarding his new position, Cohen said
that he was particularly interested in “the SWAT-team model” of building teams of stakeholders with
different resources and perspectives to troubleshoot challenges. As Cohen argues, “the reason I say it's a
think/do tank is you need a comprehensive approach to think about and tackle challenges in different kinds of
ways. In government, we used to refer to a ‘whole of government’ approach, meaning work with multiple
agencies to leverage ideas and resources; Google Ideas will take a ‘whole of society’ approach”. For more,
see Larson (2010) ‘State Department Innovator Goes to Google’ Foreign Policy, 7 September.
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However, what such discussions fail to recognise is that culture has always been central to
the long-term success and stability of colonial projects. One of the late Edward Said's most
decisive contributions was to show that colonial projects are not reducible to a simple
military-economic system, but are actually predicated upon a discursive infrastructure and
whole system of knowledge whose violence is as much epistemic as it is physical. As Said
(1998) argues, colonial prose, that is to say the symbolic forms and representations
underpinning the imperial project, has always attempted to reify the mind and culture of its
subjects in order to justify its actions. Since the attacks on the Twin Towers and the
Pentagon, civilisationalist and culturalist interpretations to explain away politics have
taken on a new lease of life. This can be seen in the enthusiastic revival of Samuel
Huntington’s thesis on the “clash of civilisations” (1993). Huntington opened his original
essay by saying that world politics was entering a new phase. Whereas in the recent past
world conflicts have been confined to strict ideological camps, the new style of politics he
discerned would be between different civilisations. For Huntington, therefore, “the great
divisions among humankind and the dominating source of conflict will be cultural. The
clash of civilisations will dominate global politics”."’

Culture has remained reified in much of the literature that attempts to make sense
of the political developments in our post-Cold War world (Fukuyama 1992; Lewis 1993,
2002; Kepel 2004; Buruma and Margalit 2005). Within this framework, terrorists and their
sympathisers are both constructed as extremists motivated by a pre-modern irrational zeal
and pursuing agendas untranslatable by any modern paradigm. The world, therefore,
continues to be imagined in Manichean terms of mullahs and malls, and religious
absolutism and market determinism. In such a world, only two possible political futures
can be imagined. The first is one characterised as a Jihad of sorts; a “retribalisation” of
large parts of the planet by war and bloodshed, and in which culture is pitted against
culture. The second is what Benjamin Barber calls “McWorld”, which is borne in on us by
integration and uniformity that, “mesmerises the world with fast music, fast computers and
fast food, pressing nations into one commercially homogenous global network™ (2003, p.
4). The tendencies of the forces of Jihad and the forces of McWorld are also seen to
operate with equal strength and in strictly opposite directions. The one driven by parochial
hatreds that recreate ancient subnational and ethnic borders from within, the other by

universalising markets that attempt to make national borders porous from without. For

' By 1996, Huntington had dropped the question mark from the original Foreign Affairs essay and expanded
his thesis into the international bestseller, The Clash of Civilizations: And the Remaking of World Order.
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Barber and others, this is global democracy’s crucial moment to seek out indigenous
democratic impulses. As Barber puts it:

There is always a desire for self-government, always some
expression of participation, accountability, consent and
representation, even in traditional hierarchical societies. These need
to be identified, tapped, modified and incorporated into new
democratic practices with an indigenous flavour. (Barber 1992)

Speaking on Huntington’s work, Edward Said highlighted that:

Much of the tremendous interest subsequently taken in
Huntington’s essay I think derives from its timing, rather than
exclusively from what it says [...] There have been several
intellectual and political attempts since the end of the Cold War to
map the emerging world situation. And this includes Francis
Fukayama’s thesis on the end of history, which no-one talks about.
So, the end of Fukayama really. And the thesis put about during the
later days of the Bush administration, the theory of the so-called
New World order. (Said 1996)"!

In his lecture, Said noted Huntington’s reliance on the thinking of orientalists, particularly
that of Bernard Lewis. In his infamous article Roots of Muslim Rage, Lewis argues that:

It should by now be clear that we are facing a mood and a
movement in Islam far transcending the level of issues and policies
and the governments that pursue them. This is no less than a clash
of civilisations — the perhaps irrational but surely historic reaction
of an ancient rival against our Judeo-Christian heritage, our secular
present, and the worldwide expansion of both. (Lewis 1990)

For Said, such thinking was intended as a manual in the art of maintaining a wartime status
in the minds of Americans and others.

More generally, Mahmoud Mamdani’s idea of “culture talk” not only helps to
unpack some of the aforementioned processes, but also places them in a clear historical
framework. For Mamdani (2005), culture talk involves a double claim. The first is that pre-
modern peoples possess an ahistorical and unchanging culture — like a badge they wear or
a collective twitch from which they suffer. The second is that their politics can be decoded
as a necessary and direct effect of this unchanging culture. Central to Mamdani’s thinking
is the necessity to carefully separate cultural identity from political identity. This is
particularly pertinent in an era in which the claim that cultural communities should be self-

determining is considered obvious and normal, and therefore something that does not

' Said (1996) ‘The Myth of the Clash of Civilisations’ University of Massachusetts Public Lecture.
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require an explanation. It is important to recognise that the raw material of political
identities may be taken from the cultural sphere, but once these identities are crafted into
political identities, enforced within a territorial state and reproduced through the
mechanism of the law, then they become rather more complicated. Therefore, cultural
identity is not only multiple, but also cumulative. Moreover, it is most importantly not
territorial; something rarely, or if so, uncomfortably acknowledged.

The inner workings of this culture talk can be seen in the resurrection of the syntax
of the “Arab mind” in the “war on terror”. Raphael Patai’s 1976 book The Arab Mind has
received a pseudo-intellectual revival in both diplomatic and military circles as the basis of
cultural instruction.'” Central to the thesis are violence and sex(uality). Arabs are
constructed as a people who only understand force and whose biggest weaknesses are
shame and (sexual) humiliation. Contemporary applications of such thinking can be found
in the writings of both neo-orientalists and neo-liberal Arab intellectuals such as Fouad
Ajami and Kanan Makiya. In a Guardian opinion piece, Extremism: the loser's revenge,
published in 2006, author Ian Buruma opens by asking, “does masturbation lead to suicide
bombing?”” Buruma argues that there may be a legitimate connection between sexual
inadequacy, frustration and deprivation, and the pull towards violent Islamic extremism.
The “loser’s revenge”, for Buruma (2006), lies in the “tantalising prospect of having one’s
pick of the loveliest virgins in paradise”.

However disreputable such thinking may seem, its relevance cannot be downplayed
and its consequences have been both real and deadly. Edward Said’s work (1994, 1995,
2003) serves to continually remind us that scholarship on the East itself has become a
means of serving and legitimating imperial dominance of the Oriental Other. From Abu
Ghraib to Guantanamo Bay, sexual torture has played a notorious role in the recent history
of American interventions into the Arab world. To subjugate Iraqis, the American military
had to “feminise” them — another example of colonialism’s cultural mechanism of
coupling imperial power to sexual conquest. Moreover, these techniques have also been
officially justified as an effective tool for interrogating Arabs, who are perceived as

repressed and especially susceptible to sexual coercion (Massad 2007)."

"2 The Arab Mind was revived by Hather-Leigh Press in 2002 and reprinted with an enthusiastic introduction
by Norvell De Atkine, former U.S. army colonel and head of Middle East Studies at Fort Bragg. It is one of
the most popular and widely read books in the American military. At one time, the training departments at
the State Department gave away free copies to officials who were to be posted to American embassies in the
Middle East. It is also used as a textbook for officers at the JFK Special Warfare School in Fort Bragg.

" In Desiring Arabs, Joseph Massad uncovers the roots of such attitudes and analyses the impact of Western
ideas on the last two hundred years of Arab intellectual thought. Sexual desire has long played a key role in
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“Digital Natives” & Screen Life

It is important to emphasise that although cultural diplomacy is not a new paradigm in
international politics, it has taken on a new mission statement and reconstituted its publics
to better suit this increasingly networked world. It has become increasingly crucial to
acknowledge the digital divide so as to better understand how this new politics is
unfolding. Digital culture is beginning to be embraced within policy circles that believe
that, with the unprecedented global interest, more citizens of the world now have “digital
box seats to watch, hear, and feel the democratic experience” (Glassman 2009). In a world
increasingly connected through user-generated software — Facebook statuses, Twitter
updates and YouTube video uploads — the U.S. Department of State believes that it is in a
position to reinvigorate its “democratic vision”. As James Glassman, the Under Secretary
of State for Public Diplomacy, argues:

This new virtual world is democratic. It is an agora. It is not a place
for a death cult that counts on keeping its ideology sealed off from
criticism. The new world is a marketplace of ideas and it is no
coincidence that al-Qaeda blows up marketplaces. (Glassman
2008)"*

So, those on the “wrong side of history” will now be characterised as those on the wrong
side of this digital divide.

The democratic imperative ushered in by this interactive digital culture is having a
considerable impact on the shifts in technologies that are associated with this new form of
diplomacy. These techniques are no longer interested in the purely passive practices
traditionally associated with listening to official government messages through radios and
television sets, but rather the user-generated production and consumption of Facebook
groups, Twitter hashtags, YouTube videos, VBlogs and short videos and music on the
portable devices of today’s digital natives. The rate at which gadgets, features and services
are being incorporated into mobile phones has drastically increased over the last ten

years."> This only reinforces the idea that mobile phones are no longer simply devices for

Western judgments about Arab civilisation. He points out that in the past Westerners viewed the Arab world
as licentious, and Western intolerance of sex consequently led them to brand Arabs as decadent. However, as
Western society became more sexually open over time, supposedly prudish Arabs soon became viewed as
backward and illiberal.

'* Glassman (2008) ‘Public Diplomacy 2.0’ New America Foundation, Washington D.C. 12 December.

"> The first smartphone, the IBM Simon, was designed in 1992 and released to the general public the
following year. For more on the changes in the smartphone market, see, Telecoms Market Research (2011)
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us to speak to each other, but rather a central component in the mediation of experience
and social life through “m-commerce” — the unification of information flows with
multimedia entertainment. As Toni Sormunen, Director of the Smart Home project at the
Nokia Research centre points out, “people have been sending text messages for more than
ten years [...] Now we are also seeing people who, when asked, are saying they would like
to communicate with their homes, not only their friends and relatives” (The Independent
2009). Therefore, in this mobile age, American cultural diplomacy can be seen as shifting
its information, aesthetics and tempo to fit the reorientation from 24/7 news cycles to the
instantaneousness of Facebook updates and Twitter timelines.

Mass media in general is coming to dominate and transform political
communication. Modern technology has undoubtedly made many borders illusory and
altered the traditional status quo. However, while assembling the world as a smaller place,
states and state systems have also become larger. The capabilities of contemporary society
are thus immeasurably greater, but the scope of society’s domination over the individual is
also greater (Marcuse 2002). As Hardt and Negri argue, Empire is constructed by
communications industries and the globalising biopolitical production of order. They
highlight both the power of the virtual and the high-tech machine that forms this particular
leviathan. For them, the source of imperial normativity — the new economic-industrial-
communicative machine — is the hidden history of industrial management and the political
use of technology (Hardt, et al. 2001). The political aspects of the prevailing technological
rationality thus lie in democratic unfreedom as a token of technical progress (Rose 1999).'°
However, in this networked world these technological controls appear to be the very
embodiment of Reason for the benefit of all social groups and interest.

“After Smart Weapons, Smart Soldiers”"’

The relationship between cultural identities and technological progress takes on a
particularly disturbing form in the context of the “war on terror”, especially in its attempts

at (re)producing the Orient. The Human Terrain System (HTS) is a programme run by the

‘Global Mobile Phone & Smartphone Market (2010-2015)’. For more on global youth mobile trends and
usage, see, Nielsen (2010) ‘Mobile Youth Around the World’.

'® Nikolas Rose argues that liberal freedom is in fact a form of unfreedom. Liberal polities imbue subjects
with the capacity for self-reliance, self-government and self-control. Therefore, for Rose, this form of
freedom is in actuality a technique of control. This mode of governance works to gain purchase on its citizens
and makes conduct the subject of governmentality: family and work structures, sexuality and belief systems.
These assemblages, once under the authority of the sovereign, become subject “only to the limits of the law”.

""The Economist (2007) ‘Irregular Warfare: After smart weapons, smart soldiers’ 25 October.
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U.S. Army Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) and aimed at improving the
military’s ability to understand the complex local socio-cultural environment in areas
where they are deployed. David Kilcullen (2009), one of the architects of the HTS
programme who also served as the Special Adviser for Counterinsurgency to the U.S
Secretary of State during the 2007 Iraq war surge, questions the relevance of classical
insurgency theory to “modern, non-linear and unpredictable conflict”.'® In the long-term,
the system hopes to assist the American government in understanding foreign countries
and regions prior to any engagement. HTS was more specifically developed in response to
identified gaps in commanders’ and staffs’ understanding of the local population and
culture, as well as poor transfer of specific socio-cultural knowledge to follow-on units
during the second Gulf War. Its core philosophy is “to place the expertise and experience
of social scientists and regional experts, coupled with reach-back, open-source research,
directly in support of deployed units engaging in full-spectrum operations”."”” The
programme is the first time that both social science research and “conflict ethnography”
have been conducted systematically on a large scale, especially at the brigade level.

In terms of the Pentagon’s Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA), the programme
forms part of the attempted revolution in perfecting and extending the Powell doctrine of
creating “warfare without warfare”.** HTS and other such techno-cultural investments
have resurrected the ultimate colonial fantasy of the clean war. These heavily
technologically deterministic projects highlight the increasing tension between the old

practice of face-to-face combat and a newfound high-tech warfare-at-a-distance, armed

with both warrior scholars and culturally considerate citizen-soldiers on the ground. This

' David Kilcullen argues that there is an urgent need to re-imagine the contemporary conflict environment as
a “global insurgency”. This needs to be seen as a radical break with the “small wars” theories of the 1940s.
For Kilcullen, who described the 2003 invasion of Iraq as “an extremely serious strategic error”’, the West has
approached modern conflicts, and violent Islamism more specifically, with the wrong attitudes and methods.
These enemies are seen to be practicing a new form of “hybrid warfare”, while responses have remained
framed by old-fashioned conventional warfare epitomised by the Second World War. Of all the
reconceptualisations needed to successfully fight this new kind of war, the most crucial for Killcullen is the
shift from the notion of “enemy-centric warfare” to “population-centric security”. Effective
counterinsurgency thus provides human security and full-spectrum assistance to a population and their
society. This, not destroying the enemy, is the central task for Killcullen. It demands the continuous presence
of security forces, local alliances with community leaders, the creation of self-defending populations and the
operation of small-unit ground forces in tandem with local security forces.

' For more, see the Human Terrain System’s official website www.humanterrainsystem.army.mil/

* The Revolution in Military Affairs is a theory of the future of warfare connected to technological and
organisational recommendations that are usually tied to modern information, communications and space
technology. There has been renewed interest in RMA theory and practice after what many saw as an
overwhelmingly one-sided victory by the United States in the 1991 Gulf War. American dominance through
superior satellite, weapons-guiding and communications technology emphasised the enormous relative power
of the United States through technological advances.
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late-modern security apparatus is not only geopolitical, but also profoundly biopolitical. Its
particular cultural turn is based on the premise that there can ultimately be no military
solution to political wars, and therefore attempts to reposition the American military as a
culturally informed and ethically sensitive bystander. This form of culture-centric warfare
is presented as a means of finding common ground between occupation and
counterinsurgency, with an emphasis on protecting civilian populations and non-kinetic
procedures that are seen as therapeutic interventions rather than simply combat operations.
However, what this actually occludes is the intensification of kinetic strategies and military
violence. In what Derek Gregory (2008) calls “a new hermeneutics of counterinsurgency”,
cultural knowledge becomes not only a substitute for killing, but also a prerequisite for its
refinement. The classic colonial gesture of terra nullius, where a skeletal landscape is
visualised, hollowed out and emptied of human life, is in the process of being replaced by
a human cartography whose contours and textures are characterised by a predominately
cultural landscape.”'

“Everything that happened, happened here first in rehearsal”*

The West Bank and Gaza Strip are some of the most intensely monitored, surveyed and
analysed places on the planet. After the 1967 Six-Day War, these territories became some
of the most photographed terrains in the world; a site for which 3D stereoscopic images
were constructed using special double lens aerial cameras.” Today, the Occupied
Palestinian Territories have been turned into a laboratory, functioning as a model space for
the refinement of a new global policy of urban warfare. The fact that it has garnered so

much international attention helped promote its role as a testing laboratory where patterns

*! The final version of the U.S. Counterinsurgency Field Manual (FM 3-24) was released in 2006. It shows
that some of these ideas had clearly breached at least the outer wall of the Pentagon. The civilian has been
placed at the centre of counterinsurgency (COIN), and to that end the Manual insisted on the importance of
“cultural knowledge”. This hermeneutics of counterinsurgency can be seen in the following quote from the
Manual — “American ideas of what is ‘normal’ or ‘rational’ are not universal. To the contrary, members of
other societies often have different notions of rationality, appropriate behaviour, level of religious devotion
and norms concerning gender. Thus, what may appear abnormal or strange to an external observer may
appear as self-evidently normal to a group member”.

2 Broomberg and Chanarin (2007) Chicago. London: SteidIMACK.

* In War and Cinema: The Logistics of Perception, Paul Virilio speaks of the logistics of perception
beginning by encompassing immediate perception. The logistics of perception was from the start the
geographic logistics of domination from an elevated site. For Virilio, the battlefield is at first local, then it
becomes worldwide, which is to say expanded to the level of orbit with the invention of video reconnaissance
satellites. Thus we have a development of the battlefield corresponding to the development of the field of
perception made possible by technical advancements of geometrical optics: that of the telescope, of wave-
optics, of electro-optics and of computer graphics. Henceforth, the battlefield is no longer worldwide in the
sense of the First or Second World Wars. It has become global in the sense of the planet.
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are mimicked and reproduced across the globe, giving life to terms such as the
“Palestinisation of Iraq” and the “Shiite Intifada” (Graham 2010). However, if resistance
movements are perceived as being “Palestinised”, then the American military on the
frontline of this global insurgency can be said to have been similarly “Israelised”.** The
Israeli Defense Force’s (IDF) Operation Defensive Shield in 2002 was keenly observed by
foreign militaries and became a blueprint as they prepared to invade Iraq.>> Such tactical
and strategic cooperation shows how the Third World city is increasingly conceived of as
the key battlespace of the future, with the Pentagon as the global slumlord. In 1996, the
Army War College’s journal warned that, “the future of warfare lies in the streets, sewers,
high-rise buildings and sprawl of houses that form the broken cities of the world” (Davis
2006, p. 203).

This question of Palestine reveals the complex processes at work under
contemporary globalisation, and in particular the geostrategic framework for urban
warfare.” It helps formulate a critique of the idea that there is a one-to-one relationship
between state ideology and practices with facts on the ground. The ecology of the conflict
is therefore the relationship between various kinds of organisations and their conflicting

interests and various co-dependencies.”’ Almost every one of Israel’s major military tactics

** The convergence of military tactics and strategic doctrines between the United States and Israel has
accelerated under the “war on terror”. This new paradigm stresses the need to acquire new precision
weaponry and airborne warfare technologies, and develop a tactical emphasis on urban warfare in the new
asymmetrical battle space. Since the American military’s 2007 adoption of a new counterinsurgency strategy
in Iraq, there has been a surge in the construction of walls, barriers and checkpoints in neighbourhoods and
cities. In other words, a crucial part of this new geostrategy is the globalisation of gated communities in the
archipelago of exceptions. For more on the proliferation of nation-state walls in a time of intensifying
transnational powers, see Brown (2010) Wendy Brown, Walled States, Waning Sovereignty. New York:
Zone Books.

** Israeli commandos and intelligence units also work closely with their American counterparts at Special
Forces training bases at Fort Bragg.

%% 1t is important to stress the geostrategic, as opposed to geopolitical, nature of this warfighting. Virilio
elegantly articulates this distinction where the geopolitical is dependent upon geography and is older than the
geostrategic. For Virilio, in order for there to be geostrategy, a technological means must be developed. The
geopolitical is Julius Caesar and the war of the Gaules, the Peloponnesian war and Thucydides. As Virilio
argues, “it is a war of territory, the conquest of sites, of cities. The domination of territory is a determining
element of the battle. The war in Yugoslavia is still tied to territory. It is for this reason that the West is afraid
of it. They fear having an Afghanistan or a Vietnam in Europe. Something inextricable. And Yugoslavia was
the first to implement a strategy of popular self-defense. The geography does not allow for a very developed
geopolitical war. On the other hand, the Iraqi desert permits a very developed geostrategical war because the
territory is like billiards, like the sea”.

*" The idea of an archipelago of exceptions creates a new cartographic image of the world. It projects the
metaphor of the archipelago to help describe a geographical order that is no longer exclusively based on the
nation-state with its continuous borders, but rather one fragmented into a multiplicity of both territorial and
extraterritorial zones. For Eyal Weizman, the metaphor of the archipelago describes a multiplicity of discrete
zones, the spatial expression of a series of states of emergency, or states of exception that are either created
through the process of law — through which the law is in fact severely undermined or annulled — or that
appear de facto within them. These zones are thus often spaces of legal exception where sovereignty is in
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in the Middle East over the past three decades was performed in advance in Chicago, a
staged Arab town built by the IDF in the middle of the Negev, and suitably named in
homage to another bullet-ridden city.”® The visual critique offered up by the work of Adam
Broomberg and Oliver Chanarin traces this set of urban combat training where nothing is
as it seems — a watermelon revealed to be suicide bomb, a tranquil forest transformed into
a site for forensic investigation or a pastoral landscape becoming a warzone. They note that
walking through Chicago is:

Like visiting a decommissioned film set, the props and furnishings
stripped away to reveal its most basic components [...] and it is
here, in this parallel world that the occupation of the Palestinian
territories is played out by generations of Israeli soldiers, over and
over again. (Broomberg and Chanarin 2006)>’

This parallel universe is integral to the real world. Organised through surveillance posts,
concrete bunkers and settlements — the fortresses which have become the eyes and ears of
the civilian occupation — this fragmented and militarised vision of the land attempts to
transform the entire panorama into a potential battlefield. This reorganisation of the global
urban terrain, through a series of micro tactical actions, strives to re-imagine the city not
only as the site, but also the very medium of warfare.”’

The quintessential Arab town has also become a military motif for the United
States government, particularly at a number of key army training sites in California and

Louisiana.’’ The techno-cultural form of this new disjuncture — of translating from images,

question. Reminiscent of the capitulations system of the colonial era, where “backward” societies were
penetrated by advanced ones, contemporary extraterritorial spaces are embodied today by humanitarian
zones, refugee and internment camps, manufacturing enclaves, military bases and gated communities.

* In order to create this ghost town with its alternative universe, Palestinian architecture was carefully
scrutinised. Roads and alleyways were constructed to mimic the layout of towns like Ramallah and Nablus.
Such violent spaces were filled with sand, burned-out vehicles and even Arabic graffiti.

** In his accompanying essay, Eyal Weizman highlights that in similar mock-up sites, simulations have been
designed by fun-fair, theme-park and film-set designers. He goes on to note that, “action film directors are
brought in to help military planners think up possible scenarios for complex urban fights. Soldiers, actors,
civilians — and sometimes prisoners — simulate urban crowds. Special effects and ‘cold-fire’ systems,
recordings of urban life, the sounds of planes, tanks and gunfire, and the revolting combination of smells
from cooking, decomposing bodies, sewage and stagnant water are released throughout this and other mock-
up cities, to give military forces a ‘taste’ of the ‘urban mayhem’ of refugee camps and urban slums”.

%% This new urban syntax includes the concept of “walking through walls”, where reorganising and moving
through such spaces becomes the strategic predicament, rather than simply occupying them.

*! California is home to the University of South California’s Institute for Creative Technologies, Forterra
Systems, Tactical Iraqi and Fort Irwin, while Louisiana is home to Fort Polk. One third of the American
troops stationed in Iraq in 2009 have been through these programmes, and entire brigades — each with 4,000
soldiers — are processed there every month. It is seen as a marriage of military technology and Hollywood
fakery; over 350 Arabic-speaking Iragi-Americans and plainclothes Nevada National Guardsman live there
almost year-round to offer American trainees “a vortex of chaos”. The insurgents even get acting lessons
from Carl Weathers, best known for his portrayal of the boxer Apollo Creed in the Rocky films.
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through data, to legitimate targets — makes the experience of war less corporal than
calculative. An interesting distinction between the Israeli and American approaches to such
rehearsal exercises is that the American towns are “populated”, or at least inhabited. This
interactive realism thus introduces both civilian and military role players to the Other by
populating these Pentagon financed cyber-cities (Der Derian 2009).** The construction of
the Orient, as what Edward Said called a “living tableau of queerness”, has been ripped
from the pages of Goethe, Flaubert and Renan, and is now presented through a mixture of
global and interactive popular culture. The opacity of the Other and its alien spaces are
now rendered transparent, and their complexities reduced to a series of digital subject-
objects in a purely visual plane. As Derek Gregory points out, this new virtual citizen-
soldier is a hybrid that blurs the distinction between the political role of the citizen and the
apolitical role of the soldier to both depoliticise public spheres and aid the securitisation of
civil society. Moreover, this cultural turn is wholly consistent with the neo-liberal armature
of late modern war and its particular desire to open up new opportunities for the private
sector.”

A photo spread in men’s magazine Maxim featured a roster of Israeli models, all
ex-soldiers, photographed this time in a matching mixture of swimwear and military
paraphernalia. Initiated by Israel's New York consulate and headlined “Women of the
Israel Defense Forces”, the magazine stated that:

Maxim was approached by the Israeli consulate to be a part of
reshaping Israel's public image, specifically because of our
unmatched mainstream reach to men aged 18 to 35. We are pleased
with the result of our work together. (Maxim 2007)**

In the magazine, one of the women describes how she enjoyed firing her M 16 rifle before
she entered the military intelligence corps. This is not, however, the first time that Israel
has used sex to sell itself abroad.”> Considering the centrality of violence and sex(uality),

or lack thereof, in the construction of the Orient, the choice of Israeli model-soldiers seems

% In Virtuous War, James Der Derian maps out how technological innovation has given rise to a global form
of virtual violence. With “virtuous war”, the lines between TV warfare and Hollywood movies blur, military
actions and computer games blend, while mock disasters and virtual cities collide with real events. For Der
Derian, this collapse produces a new configuration of virtual power — the military-industrial-media-
entertainment network. However, the interests in this thesis extend beyond simply mapping the emergence of
this high-tech warfare to interrogate its impact on human interaction and quotidian culture.

> The United States Army and a number of institutions of higher learning are developing projects with
corporations such as Forterra Systems and Flatworld.

** See www.maxim.com/amg/girls/articles/56699/israclidefenseforces.html

**In 2005, The Israeli ministry of tourism signed a two-year advertising contract with Arsenal FC to promote
Israel, which also featured women in swimsuits.
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to be particularly apt. However, this is far from the only way in which civilians and digital
natives are being encouraged to partake in not only the (re)production of the Orient, but
also in its virtual penetration. Blood on the Sand, the sequel to 50 Cent: Bulletproof, is the
latest product to be released by rapper and business mogul 50 Cent. In the computer game,
players can choose from a number of G-Unit members, each specialising in different
combat techniques and riding in an array of vehicles that include a driver-and-turret-
gunner Humvee.’® However, what makes this game fascinating is that it is set in a fictional
Middle Eastern country. The plot centres on 50 Cent and his G-Unit crew who have just
completed a tour of shows in the Middle East. Rather than receiving $10 million cash for
their work, G-Unit is offered a diamond-embedded skull of legends — an idea Fity himself
got whilst visiting Dubai. However, the skull is stolen, and 50 Cent, feeling “disrespected”
by this, will do whatever it takes to get it back. Players are rewarded for causing military
style havoc, while an exclusive hip-hop soundtrack by 50 Cent, Ice Cube and T-Pain cuts a
suitable accompaniment.

The increasingly seductive use of theoretical and technological discourse by
military institutions to describe urban warfare seeks to portray such endeavors as
intellectual, precise and even exciting. Walter Benjamin warned that:

Never has experience been contradicted more thoroughly than
strategic experience by tactical warfare, economic experience by
inflation, bodily experience by mechanical warfare, moral
experience by those in power. (Benjamin 2009, p. 84)

Therefore, the paradox of incommunicability today is that in our much-celebrated age of
communication, struggles have become all but incommunicable. Technical progress
creates forms of life — and of power — that appear to reconcile the forces opposing the
system, and defeat or refute all protest in the name of the historical prospects of freedom
from toil and domination. With the sensual conditions of modernity, Giddens may
celebrate the “television revolutions” of 1989, but the lure of these multiple pornographic
visuals also help to create the uncritical gaze — or stare — of the consumer. However, as
Susan Buck-Morss argues, the proffering of pornographically titillating images asks us to
stare at the world as though it were a naked body for collection and possession, as well as
the hollow fascination evoked by such images. The image phantasmagorias of this mass
culture are also technoaesthetics, through which the intoxication of phantasmagoria itself

becomes the social norm. The sensory addiction to this compensatory reality thus becomes

36 See the trailer for 50 Cent: Blood on the Sand www.youtube.com/watch?v=N1J9TMwXvSA
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one of the means of social control — what Buck-Morss (1992) calls the “aestheticisation of
politics”. Nuanced investigations into this phantasmagoria, or new culture industry, thus
need to be able to comprehend the ways in which the visual is being betrayed in our
current videology.

With the reliance of our digital culture on this audiovisual realm, there is also an
increasing strength to what the shock of the unintelligible can communicate to humanity.
Herbert Marcuse (1979) noted that aesthetics is the only form of expression that can take
up where religion and philosophy failed, and thereby serve as a last refuge of two-
dimensional criticism in a one-dimensional society. In a time where regions and
populations are increasingly being visually framed, either through the crosshairs of
American soldiers training in Fort Irwin, California, or the cockpit videos of Israeli drones
posted on YouTube, there is an urgent need to break the existing relationship between
those who produce culture and those who are prisoners of it. Paul Virilio argues that we are
reaching a condition of “technical essentialism”, so just as there is religious essentialism,
there is a technical essentialism through technological fundamentalism. For Virilio:

Modern man, who killed the Judaeo-Christian god, the one of
transcendence, invented a god machine, a deus ex machina. It is
necessary to be an atheist of technology! This is not simply anti-
technology. I am an amateur of technology. (Virilio 1998, p. 20)

However, there is also potential for today’s global multi-ethnic motleys crew to disrupt this
logic and thereby undo certain fixed political realities through digital culture’s ability to
uncouple cultures both spatially and temporally.’” Some artists and cultural workers are
attempting to use certain aesthetic practices — what some have termed electrobricollage or
digital mash-ups — to subvert certain cartographic and spatial practices, particularly those
created in times of war. These are not simply critical aesthetic practices, but equally
subversive in terms of the alternative conditions of production and political economies

they imagine and attempt to realise.

*7 The term is borrowed from Linebaugh and Rediker who use it to characterise a motley crew of sailors,
slaves, pirates, labourers and indentured servants who, long before the American Revolution and the
Deceleration of the Rights of Man, had ideas of freedom and equality that were to change the world.
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Chapter 1

The Digital Stream of the “War on Terror”: Technology, Popular
Culture and Warfare in the Age of Digital (Re)production

The destructiveness of war furnishes proof that society has not been mature enough to
incorporate technology as its organ, that technology has not been sufficiently developed to
cope with the elemental forces of society [...] Imperialistic war is a rebellion of technology
which collects, in the form of ‘human material’, the claims to which society has denied its
natural material. Instead of draining rivers, society directs a human stream into a bed of
trenches; instead of dropping seeds from airplanes, it drops incendiary bombs over cities;
and through gas warfare the aura is abolished in a new way.

— Walter Benjamin — The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (1936)

The nature of sedentarity and nomadism has changed. The sedentary type is someone
who’s at home everywhere, with his mobile and his laptop, be it in a lift, in a plane or on a
high-speed train. That’s being sedentary, whereas a nomad is a person who’s not at home
anywhere.

— Paul Virilio — Terre Natale, Ailleurs Commence Ici (Native Land, Elsewhere Starts Here)
Exhibition (Paris, 2009)

The Palestinians are completely transparent to us [...] It feels like hunting season has
begun. Sometimes it reminds me of a PlayStation [computer] game. You hear cheers in the
war room after you see on the screens that the missile hit a target, as if it were a soccer
game.

— Israeli reservist posted in the Gaza Strip during Operation Cast Lead (April 2009)

To better understand how we have reached a point where cultural forms seem to have been
subsumed in a virtual technopoly requires a return to the Frankfurt School and their work
on the culture industry.' This, of course, is not intended to imply that what one sees today
is simply the final triumphant expression of mass-produced culture and its standardised
products that Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer theorised. Rather, it is to assist in
constructing a language and framework to reflect critically on today’s evolving cultural
industries, as well as to help imagine alternative political and cultural formations outside of

their insidious logic. The celebration of the social changes ushered in by this latest

! Neil Postman defines technopoly as a society which believes that, “the primary, if not the only, goal of
human labour and thought is efficiency, that technical calculation is in all respects superior to human
judgment [...] and that the affairs of citizens are best guided and conducted by experts”.
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technological revolution is not only thriving, but also being embraced within influential
policy circles. Today’s enthusiasts stress the falling prices of digital technology, as well as
the plethora of user-generated content that it has helped initiate. Therefore, the
democratisation of the public realm, or more specifically the creation of a new digital
interactive sphere, is seen by many to have broken the monopoly over the production and
transfer of public information (Wilhelm 2000; Boler 2008). Such thinking, however, relies
on a number of unquestioned assumptions around who constitutes this public sphere, who
can speak, and most importantly, who has access. This digital revolution has undoubtedly
shaken up traditional relationships between the production, dissemination and consumption
of mass culture, but that does not necessary equate to the democratisation of our public
spheres. This chapter, therefore, aims to complicate the perceived democratisation of new
media and popular culture.

Adorno and Horkheimer’s primary concerns revolved around what becomes of
human beings and their capacity for perception when they are fully exposed to the
conditions of monopoly capitalism. In the late 1930s, Walter Benjamin and Theodor
Adorno engaged in a conversation over their essays, “The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction” (1936) and “The Fetish Character of Music and the Regression
of Listening” (1938) respectively. Benjamin noted in one of his letters to Adorno that:

I see more and more clearly that the launching of the sound film
must be regarded as an operation of the film industry designed to
break the revolutionary primacy of the silent film, which had
produced reactions that were difficult to control and hence
dangerous politically. (Lonitz 1999, p. 295)

The insight opened up by the work of the Frankfurt School forces contemporary work on
the mass media and popular culture to think more carefully about the relationship that
these spheres create between consumer capitalism, the transfer of information and the
organised amusement of individuals through cultural goods. As Adorno points out in his
essay, entertainment inhabits the moments of silence that develop between people moulded

by anxiety, work and undemanding docility.

Beyond the Frankfurt School: Contemporary Culture Industries and the Post-

Modern Consumer

Despite this, the critique offered by the Frankfurt School, of a popular culture that they saw

as akin to a factory producing standardised cultural goods, fails to capture the rapid
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changes one now witnesses in the production and consumption of mass culture. In a series
of essays written on the form of the gramophone, “speaking machines” and phonograph
records, Adorno shows how the transition from artisanal to industrial production
transformed not only the technology of distribution, but also that which is distributed.”
However, his critique of the transformation of the piano from a musical instrument into a
piece of bourgeois furniture does not accommodate the radical individualisation
characteristic of digital technology. It is equally insufficient in addressing contemporary
technology’s revolutionising of the relationships between our bodies and their sensoria
with human interaction and social spaces. This particular rupture has shifted the eye’s
focus from the live performer to the camera phone, the body’s gyrations on the dance floor
to the seat in front of the screen and the hand’s interactions to the touch of an iPad. It is
thus insufficient to critique today’s culture industry simply on the grounds of the bourgeois
family that gathers around the gramophone in order to enjoy the music that it itself is
unable to perform.

In light of the different set of technological possibilities that now exist, there is
need for a serious reappraisal of the socio-political shape of this culture. The
technoaesthetics of contemporary mass culture have brought with them a radical shift in
the way people’s lives and experiences are mediated.” These new sets of cultural habits are
instigated by the predominately visual shape of this technological culture. What is of
particular interest here are attempts to build on both the more humanistic aspects of the
Frankfurt School’s work and their concern for the increasing inability of technologically
dominated culture to either shock and disturb, and thereby communicate our shared
experiences. In one of his most powerful essays, “Music in the Background” (1932),
Adorno reassesses the relationship between culture and its place in our public spheres. For
Adorno, there is no longer a place for music in our immediate life:

Anyone who, by himself, wanted to sing out loud in the street could
run the risk of being arrested as a disturber of the peace. If you hum
under your breath, abstracted from external things, you may run into
a car at any moment. (Adorno 2002, p. 506)

* See in particular his essays, ‘The Curves of the Needle’ (1928) and ‘The Form of the Phonograph Record’
(1934).

? For Susan Buck-Morss, technoaesthetics anesthetise us from the very real and dramatic changes in our
world, and thus further fragment and confuse us. They create a false sense of community beyond the
exigencies of history, and its ideology, therefore, must erase all that threatens to disrupt its totality. For more,
see Buck-Morss (1992) ‘Aesthetics and Anaesthetics: Walter Benjamin's artwork essay reconsidered’
October 62.



35

It has been said that one of the West’s greatest undertaking is the
commercialisation of the whole world, the hitching of the fate of everything to the fate of
the commodity (Baudrillard 2003, p. 16). However, as Jean Baudrillard elegantly argues,
such a monumental undertaking may well turn out to have been the attempted
asetheticisation of the whole world. This system can thus be seen as running less on the
surplus value of the commodity than on the aesthetic surplus value of the sign. Its goods
are as much images as material, an aesthetic as well as product line, in which videology
comes to replace ideology (Stewart 2000).4 The engine behind this new culture industry is
the infotainment telesector — a realm tied together by communications, information,
entertainment and commerce — which is further driven by a “universal tribe of digital
consumers” that this space helps construct (Barber 2003). Distraction in the form of mass
entertainment has often been described as the non-productive correlate of capitalism. Its
tunes may lull the listener to inattention, but the intervention of digital technology has
undoubtedly created a different set of circumstances and relationships around interactive

communication.

A Digital Conspiracy: A Lifestyle Choice of Storing Culture as Data

Imagine finding a phone that belongs to somebody else; filled with
personal text messages, contacts, diary entries, photos, voice mails
and private video clips. Would you look through it?

This seemingly innocent question is the starting point for a recent Nokia advertisement.’
The elaborate “Somebody Else’s Phone” campaign highlights the phantasmagorias of
today’s mass media culture.® Nokia’s new market strategy aims to create a mix of scripted

content and real life audience interaction. Those who participate are therefore able to learn

* Videology is what Garrett Stewart terms as the emphasis on the mechanics of visualisation that reveals the
close collusion between cinematic illusionism and futuristic fantasy.

> Inspired by the evolving role mobile phones play in our lives, the audience is invited to explore the lives of
three characters — Anna, Jade and Luca — in intimate detail and in real time through their Nokia handsets. The
campaign follows these characters’ evolving storylines across three time zones and through a 24/7 live feed
of content. For more, see www.somebodyelsesphone.com

® Usually used to depict a fantastic sequence of associative imagery, as seen in dreams, Susan Buck-Morss
borrows the term image phantasmagoria from the work of Walter Benjamin. Benjamin himself focused on
the phantasmagoria of nineteenth-century Paris in his analysis of the condition. The original phantasmagoria
took the form of the private fantasy worlds of bourgeois interiors. The principle then extended to the shop
windows of the arcades, and then to the panoramas that engulfed the viewer in a simulated total environment-
in-miniature, and finally to the world’s fairs which expanded this phantasmagoric principle to areas the size
of small cities. Susan Buck-Morss’ work further extended the principle of the image phantasmagoria to the
sensory bombardment of technoaesthetic culture industries.
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about the characters through their text messages, photos, music, videos and voicemail on
the website. This attempted endocolonisation is complemented by the ability of
participants to sign up to the characters’ Facebook pages and discover their phone numbers
to call or text them directly.” The final crescendo sees this mediated audience being given
the opportunity to influence the storylines themselves and thereby fashion a user-generated
dynamic to the campaign. What the Nokia campaign brings to attention is the modern
conspiracy between audio and visual realms, and more specifically how they are digitally
conspiring to create the necessary conditions for our contemporary videology.

Digital culture has reached a point where Downloadable Sounds (DLS) and
Musical Instrument Digital Interface (MIDI) have been adopted as an industry-wide
standard. This means people using different platforms are beginning to have a common
listening experience.® The mediation of social experience initiated by this technology is
crucial to understanding how digitisation is aiding attempts to manipulate people’s
relations to culture and therefore their relationships to one another. Taking music as an
example, both the act of “musicking” and its broader function in human life and relations
are being radically transformed (Small 1998).” The digitisation of culture has intensified
the shift towards an audiovisual mediation of both our private and public lives; a
distinction which itself is being blurred by these very changes. The cassette and CD player
are now deemed to be both technologically and socially obsolete in our brave new world of
iPods, iPhones, BlackBerrys and PS Vitas — all with their ever-increasing capacity to store
AVI, MPEG, MP3 and WAV files. The latest technologies have allowed these audio and
visual formats to help the reorganisation of many aspects of human experience, in most

cases becoming both the score and film to our lives.'® This trend progresses not only by

7 The term endocolonisation is borrowed from Paul Virilio, who used it to describe a war spirit, which finally
liberated of any political or religious limit, colonises time, the city, history itself and bodies.

¥ DLS is a family of standardised file formats for digital musical instrument sound banks and virtual musical
instrument programmes. While MIDI is an industry-standard protocol that enables electronic musical
instruments such as keyboard controllers, computers and other electronic equipment to communicate, control
and synchronise with one another. A standard wavetable instrument file format has now been adopted by all
software synthesisers, sound cards and even some hardware synthesisers, only serving to cement the
sameness of all ported sounds and images.

? Christopher Small suggests we view music as an act as opposed to a thing. By looking at music in this way,
it becomes possible to understand the broader relationships that exist between music, people, history and the
larger culture.

' The first ever music video shown on MTV was Buggles’ Video Killed the Radio Star. The 1979 release
painted a nostalgic picture of technological change, a period in which the radio was at the centre of people’s
everyday experiences. However, with the intrusion of TVs and VCRs into people’s lives, “pictures came and
broke [our] hearts”, leaving artists at the mercy of their image. An example of the centrality of today’s image
phantasmagoria is R&B singer Rihanna’s music video, Disturbia. The trend of contemporary music video
aesthetics mimicking short motion pictures is not particularly new. However, what makes Rihanna’s David
LaChapelle directed video stand out is that the concept for the video seems to have been constructed before
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filling those silent moments between work and leisure that Adorno spoke of, but more
crucially through the restructuring of people’s social lives.

Other contemporary examples further illustrate both the speed and extent to which
this technoculture has come to dictate the rhythm of cultural life. In September 2007,
rapper Soulja Boy’s track Crank That (Soulja Boy) became the first single to reach the
number one spot on the Billboard Hot 100 solely through the Internet via video-sharing
sites and ringtone download charts.'' However, his success is in many ways unsurprising
considering the current trends in contemporary rap music, particularly the growth of
“ringtone rap”. Much has been made of the impact of peer-to-peer music sharing and its
repercussions on album sales and the entertainment industry as a whole.'> What is more
interesting, however, is how the various culture industries are trying to negotiate the
technological changes that are increasingly slipping out of their control. For example, the
single, which had successfully replaced the album as the main moneymaker for the music
industry since the late 1950s, has lost both its aura and ability to dictate customers’ tastes
and consumption patterns. As attempts to replicate peer-to-peer music sharing with legal
sites have thus far proven unsuccessful, ringtones are increasingly becoming one of the
most sustainable forms of income for artists and record labels."> The requirement for artists
to construct a few hit singles is nothing new, but in today’s technocultural climate, artists
are now making music with this type of hyper-disposability in mind — with repetitiveness
and immediate recognition at its heart. As record executives eyes and radio DJs hands
concentrate on the newly formed ringtone charts, artists are beginning to construct records

with the mobile phone as the master of their imagination.

the track itself was conceived. The song itself was not on the original album, but was one of the new tracks
that were included on the repackaged LP Good Girl Gone Bad: Reloaded (2008), which also features a bonus
DVD of one of Rihanna’s live concerts.

1t was following this success and the release of the single’s low budget video, with its “Superman dance”
phenomenon, that Soulja Boy eventually signed a major record deal with Interscope Records.

"2 Sales of albums in the United States dropped by 14 percent in 2008, but overall figures rose thanks to a
surge in digital purchases. Although it was the seventh time in eight years that album sales had dropped, it
was the first year that digital purchases broke the billion mark, rising by 32 percent.

" The Billboard Hot Ringtones chart, launched in 2004, was established in order to both recognise the
significant impact of the nascent $300 million mobile music market in America and further its growth as the
rest of the industry realised the relationship between mobile downloads and new music sales. According to
John Kilcullen, Billboard Publisher and VNU Music and Literary Group President, “our team has been
working closely with major ringtone distributors, wireless carriers and influential industry associations and
leaders to debut this chart [...] Billboard charts have long held an independent and authoritative role in
influencing sales of recorded music, whether it be a physical or digital format. The Billboard Hot Ringtones
chart is yet another example of our commitment to extend our leadership position in this area and to help
recognise a distribution channel and digital lifestyle that holds huge promise”.
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The last few years have brought with them a real acceleration in the realisation of a
world of genius bars and application download stores. With the success of flash based
Walkmans and Sony Erickson’s music phone, we are now seeing a synergy between
multinational software corporations and their platforms and formats. In this world, films,
albums, photos and your personal information are all reduced to data. Universal Records,
EMI and Warner Music have all hinted that the future of the music industry lies in
Universal Serial Bus (USB) memory sticks and ScanDisk slotMusic. With the increased
pressure put on the industry by illegal downloading, they are hoping that music fans will
be willing to pay more because of the extra storage capacity on a USB. Furthermore, with
the introduction of Musical Video Interactive (MVI) —a DVD-based format that combines
music and video — they hope that the use of USBs will also allow for the addition of videos
and other multimedia formats (The Times 2007). MySpace, the fledgling social media
website, has suggested that the company is intending to bring out its own music player to
rival the iPod. This comes off the back of the early yet unfulfilled success of the MySpace
Music website, which lets users stream, download or buy tracks online.

The extraordinary commercialisation of portable audiovisual technologies is partly
down to their representation of reality and appearance in kit form. They are increasingly
used not just to watch films or listen to music, but rather to “add vision and soundtracks, to
make us directors of our own reality” (Virilio 1989, p. 66). For example, Apple now
identifies itself as far more than just another company; it imagines itself as a lifestyle
choice sold as genuine liberation from past technological conformity and dullness. After its
slump in the early 1990s, which coincided with the increased dominance of IBM, Apple
eventually bounced back, primarily through innovative product design and the success of
the iPod. Much of this reinvention was down to the company’s former CEO, Steve Jobs,
and its Chief Designer, Johnathan Ive. Both Jobs and Ive understood the overpowering
tactile quality that their aesthetic could create, with the integration of hardware and
software as their ultimate technological dream. The imagination and ability to create
products with “machine faces”, which people would gain equal pleasure from stroking as

using, is at the heart of their incredible success.'* Moreover, their grasp of the changes in

'* When asked about his thoughts on Microsoft, Jobs is famously quoted as saying, “they have absolutely no
taste. In the sense that they don’t think of original ideas and they don’t bring much culture into their
projects”. For the full interview, see, The Triumph of the Nerds: The Rise of the Accidental Empires (1996).
Oregon Public Broadcasting.
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postmodern consumer capitalism is equally evident in Job’s decision to turn Apple into a
large music company with a small computer operation attached."

It is clear that the Internet is a crucial component in the shaping of this burgeoning
digital realm. 2008 ended with Microsoft CEO Steve Ballmer claiming that, “we are in the
process today of building out a services platform in the cloud”.'® Microsoft’s ambitious,
but increasingly achievable vision will require a new computational model, a new storage
model and most importantly a new virtualisation model. The “cloud-centric” approach of
the new Windows Live realises that most information, data and applications are “on the
edge”. Or as Brian Hall, General Manager of Windows Live puts it, “they are on the PCs.
They are on the Xboxes. They are on the phones”. The endgame of Microsoft’s new
strategy is to play a similar role on the Internet as it did with the desktop; a “what is ours is
yours” philosophy of providing the underlying plumbing and tools that developers and
users end up needing to function.

However, developments in this virtual public sphere are putting increased pressure
on the more traditional relationships and structures of contemporary culture industries.
This can be seen in the video-sharing website YouTube, acquired by Google, and its
negotiations with major studios as it prepares to launch its own online movie service.'’
This decision to link with the film industry is driven by a shift in this virtual world in
which the Internet is increasingly shaped around moving images and thus slowly replacing
the hegemony of television. Websites are already starting to show full-length films and
high-quality TV; the BBC’s iPlayer, Lovefilm, Netflix, NBC and Fox’s Hulu, as well as
Amazon’s IMDb services, are only a few examples of the shift towards on-demand
viewing rather than traditional scheduling.

This change in viewers’ patterns of consumption is usually characterised as a
reflection of the increased power that viewer-consumers now have. It is often noted that
both the music and film industries have been facing intense pressure from the increased
choice of Internet users to download, rip, or stream songs and films almost
instantaneously. They are thus characterised as scrambling to catch up with these ever-

accelerating trends in an attempt to regain their control over the production and

' At the beginning of 2008, it was reported that Jay-Z was seriously considering opening a new record label
under Apple Inc.

' Steve Ballmer (2008) ‘Microsoft Worldwide Partner Conference’ Texas, 9 July.

' This represents a continuation of recent developments at YouTube; a drive that now allows contributors to
run advertising over their videos or add links to music and DVD sales from iTunes and Amazon. A planned
movie deal would also build on a recent agreement with the TV network CBS where the broadcaster’s shows
will be screened online, with advertising, in return for a share of the revenue.
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dissemination of popular culture. However, what this occludes is not so much the
reorientation of the means of production in today’s culture industries, but rather its new
and equally hegemonic digital make-up. Therefore, the tendency of the culture industry to
convert listeners, and now viewers, along their line of least resistance into the acquiescent
purchaser still holds sway. The old structures of cultural production may have been
ruptured, but the insidious logic of product exchange is still at the heart of this

technological revolution.

The Virtual World: Touch Me, Tease Me

Another central phenomenon of this digitisation of culture that also needs to be addressed
is that of virtual reality. Slavoj Zizek sees the defining moment of the twentieth century in
the direct experience of the “Real” as opposed to everyday social reality (2002, p. 5).'®
Virtual reality, the processes of offering a product deprived of its substance, is now aiding
the production of reality itself deprived of its substance. At the end of this process of
virtualisation, we begin to experience “real reality” itself as a virtual entity (2002, p. 11).
Jeremy Bentham believed that reality is the best appearance of itself, but the problem that
one encounters in today’s technologically driven world is an inversion — a confusion of
reality with fiction. The issue at hand does not simply revolve around the technology itself,
but more specifically the types of social imaginations, or lack thereof, that it helps create.'
It is no longer clear where the line between social relations on alternative online worlds
and those in real life now goes.”’ Addressing the impact of digital (re)production on direct
social experiences — the live event — helps expand on these trends in the virtualisation of
social life. Once the technology for entertainment systems became affordable enough to
allow for the phenomenon of home entertainment systems, the corresponding trend became
one of replicating the aura of a cinema or concert hall in the comfort and privacy of one’s

own living room. However, we are now witnessing the very inverse. Instead of the aura of

" Drawing on Lacanian categories, particularly his critique of ideology, Zizek claims in Plague of Fantasies
that today’s virtual reality is “not virtual enough”. It is not virtual enough because of the many transgressive
and exotic options it offers to subjects to enjoy. Virtual reality thus leaves nothing to the imagination, or — in
Zizek’s Lacanian terms — to fantasy and the stuff of imagination.

" The idea of social imaginations is borrowed from Charles Taylor, who saw the long march to modernity as
a historically unprecedented amalgam of practices and institutional forms of new ways of living and of new
forms of malaise. This definition gives Taylor a starting point for explaining the emergence of the moral
order that legitimises these new practices and institutions and makes our way of living, though haunted by a
distinctive malaise, seem like the only possible way of living. See Taylor (2004), Modern Social
Imaginaries. North Carolina: Duke University Press.

** We now see couples divorce for “Second Life flings”, as well as a Japanese woman face trial for an
“online murder”.
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the concert hall being replicated in the living room, we now see the desire for the comfort
and privacy of the living room to be reproduced in the concert hall. This has had the direct
effect of turning the live experience into a spectacle.

Returning to Guy Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle (1994) can help analyse
how today’s infotainment telesector has impacted this aspect of public life. Despite their
differences, there is much in common between the works of the Frankfurt School and the
Situationists. Both saw the relations between commodities as having supplanted relations
between people, with passive identification replacing genuine activity. However, the
reason why Debord is relevant here is his particular focus on the role of the image in
contemporary social relations. His work traces the development of a modern society in
which authentic social life has been replaced with its representation. Live events now
highlight how the spectacle uses the image to convey what people need and must have. For
Debord, the spectacle is not a collection of images. Rather, it is a social relationship
between people that is mediated through images. Placing the infotainment sector into
Debord’s history of social life helps see the latest phase in the decline of being into having,
and having into merely appearing.

Live concerts today underscore the hegemony of our virtual-visual technopoly and
the particular technoaesthetics at work. Even before entering the venue people are no
longer distracted by fly posters or flyers, but rather politely asked by an usher if they
would like to download upcoming shows and the latest advertisements via Bluetooth — to
which all one has to do is surrender their mobile phone for a few seconds.”' Moreover,
intimate venues themselves are increasingly being replaced by stadiums. Such evenings are
always coordinated and perfectly choreographed; even moments of improvisation have
been fully accounted for. The penetrating nature of this process leaves very little to the
audience’s imagination. The techniques of the new culture industries are thus seeping
beyond the purely private sphere and blurring the line between private and public
experiences. It has become increasingly common for audiences at gigs to desire that which

they have come to expect of the home entertainment experience. People are disappointed

! Poken is the latest technology craze that utilises Near Field Communication technology to allow the
exchange of online social networking data between two USB keychain accessories. The Poken advertisement
campaign states that, “we’re not another social network. You’ve already got that. We've thought bigger to let
you instantly bridge the gap between the people you meet in the real world and those you stay connected to
online”. To connect to a friend, one simply has to “high-four” with the two Poken keychain’s little hands.
The data communication lasts about one second, and they are then able to view all their social interactions in
a timeline. The Poken “high-four” thus becomes a new digital greeting. People can then also keep track of
when and how often they and their friends hang out. For more, see
www.doyoupoken.com/PokenWeb/corporate/welcome.jsf
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when artists’ live performances do not replicate that of their album. They increasingly lose
patience with each other if overenthusiastic members of the audience drown out the sound
from the stage. While, if someone is obstructing the recording from an audience member’s
camera phone, it is not uncommon to ask them to move or sit down.

Kanye West’s 2008 Glow in the Dark tour reflects the extent of this
endocolonisation. The concert is turned into a complete show with a fully enveloped plot
in which Mr. West’s spaceship crashes into the venue, imagined as another planet, from
which he attempts to find his way home as he punctuates the storyline with enough hit-
songs to satisfy the crowd. The matching set design perfectly captures the extent of
culture’s surrender to technology. Kanye performs the majority of his set in a three-
dimensional virtual stage made up a series of LCD screens above, below and behind him;
an environment not too dissimilar to the green-screen studios where blockbuster special
effects are shot. Since this set is built on a supporting structure above them, the full
backing orchestra is only partially visible. Kanye is literally performing on top of them.
The interludes are also perfectly timed to allow for the audience’s eyes to be distracted by
the large screens, which give out a number to text so as to download the latest tracks
instantaneously. Set designs and screen angles become the hallmarks of such experiences.
A stadium in which audience’s relationship to each other, the performers and their music
are all mediated through mobile phones, cameras and big screens, thus replacing the shared
experience of the intimate live venue.

The Kanye tour exemplifies the “terroristic hyperrealism of our world”; a world in
which a real event can only occur in a vacuum, stripped of its content and visible only
from afar, televisually (Baudrillard 2003).* In the future, therefore, no one will have to
directly experience the actual course of live events, but everyone will be able to receive an
image or film clip of them. As Baudrillard points out, the more technique is perfected, the
more the tension between the finished project and everyday life is diminished. Such a
stylised barbarity of the culture industry has been discussed in the works of Adorno and
Horkheimer. However, what digital culture has accentuated is the focus on technical detail

over the work itself, the predominance of effect, to borrow from Adorno. Not only does

** Jean Baudrillard makes a similar point by using the example of the 1987 European Cup match between
Real Madrid and Naples. Due to a ban imposed on Madrid, the match took place at night in a completely
empty stadium without any spectators. The match was still relayed via television. For Baudrillard, this opens
up the possibility of a future where events will become so minimal that they need not take place at all, as
long as they’re accompanied with their maximal enlargement on screens. For more, see Baudrillard’s essay
‘Zerox and Infinity’ in Baudrillard (2003) The Transparency of Evil: Essays on Extreme Phenomena.
London: Verso.
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this greatly affect the work itself, but it also reduces the scope left to the imagination of
both artist and (participatory) audience. They begin to react automatically and thus come to

expect the automatic.

Game Play: A Matter of Life and Death

The recent cultural phenomenon of music video games highlights this changing
relationship between technique and participatory audience. The Guitar Hero and Rock
Band franchises both allow players to use musical instrument peripherals to simulate the
playing of live music.>® They both provide players with the ability to play three different
peripherals modeled after musical instruments — a guitar peripheral for lead guitar and bass
guitar gameplay, a drum peripheral and a USB microphone. However, what is important is
not only the deskilling involved in this increasingly democratic cultural realm, but how it
also fits into the broader consumer logic of post-industrial cultural industries. 76 percent of
Guitar Hero users are reported to have bought the music they heard in the game. While
both the Xbox 360 and PlayStation 3 support downloadable content, allowing players
instant access to hundreds of downloadable songs (Miller 2009).

This example, however, only scratches the surface of the new social arrangements
that are being ushered in by the predominance of digital culture in everyday life. It is
important to raise the new relationships at work and play that digital technology in one
hand, and post-industrial capitalism in the other, are creating. The Nintendo Wii represents
one example of the new synergies of this culture industry. The distinguishing feature of the
console is its wireless controller, the Wii Remote, which can be used as a handheld
pointing device and detects movement in three dimensions. The other distinctive feature of
the console is WiiConnect24, which enables it to receive messages and updates over the
Internet. The console uses a combination of built-in accelerometers and infrared detection
to sense its position in 3D space when pointed at the LEDs within the sensor bar. This
design allows users to control games using physical gestures as well as traditional button
presses.*

More specifically, the Nintendo DS’ Brain Training from Dr Kawashima and

Nintendo’s Wii Fit further exemplify the evolving relationships between work and play

> Guitar Hero uses a plastic guitar-shaped peripheral to simulate this playing, which is represented by on-
screen coloured notes that correspond to the five coloured “fret buttons” and a “strum bar” on the controller.
While Rock Band goes even further by allowing players to perform in a virtual band.

** The controller connects to the console using Bluetooth and features rumble as well as an i