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There’s only two types of people in the world


The ones that entertain, and the ones that observe.


—Britney Spears






“Cyborg writing is about the power to survive, not on the basis of original innocence, but on the basis of seizing the tools to mark the world that marked [us] as other.”


—Donna Haraway
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HIDDEN AWAY IN a dark gallery on the fourth floor of the Whitney Museum of American Art stands a lonely old piano. No musician sits before its yellowed keys, but they move in spite of absence, some ghostly memory of touch animating their ivory teeth in real time. The pianola isn’t a new invention—self-playing instruments reached record popularity in the 1890s before the rise of the phonograph and the subsequent crash of the stock market—but Tempo Rubato (Stolen Time), artist Nikita Gale’s 2023 installation, doesn’t jangle with rolling peals of ragtime, nor any other sound most art viewers might consider melodic. Instead, visitors only hear soft, scraping thuds where notes should be, far stranger than straightforward silence.


The piano is reduced to its mechanistic functions, projecting an eerie magic despite its taciturnity. Gale amplifies this void with a pulsing spotlight. Her title, Tempo Rubato, is a musical term describing the creative liberties a performer takes when interpreting a score, that sacred space between rote dictation and the human spirit.


The wall didactic to the piano’s left bears a quote from Gale—“Bodies are never entirely absent from what we refer to as technology.” We understand that it isn’t pneumatic automation lending Tempo Rubato its alchemical quality, but the deeply human haunting promised in its place.
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Most of the time I spend looking at my phone is rife with reasons to turn it off. I suspect you, reader, feel the same, or at least recognize that you probably should—your screen time costs you money, presence, the analog muscle memory required to focus on a promising third date, or the untouched book gathering dust on your nightstand. To paraphrase Nikita Gale, what we all refer to as technology looks more and more like an endless battery of clickbait and bad news these days, designed to screw us out of decent leaders and our ever-dwindling sources of expendable income. Rampant corporate privatization and its legislative underwriting have transformed the internet from a superhighway into a glorified Walmart parking lot. Since Donald Trump’s ascent to power in 2016, the online sector has undergone what media professionals call a “techlash,” a mass souring of public opinion that once fetishized the breakneck Manifest Destiny logic of Silicon Valley.


In this broader context of unchecked free market techno-oligarchy and worldwide democratic sundowning, it’s hard to defend not just the use, but the stateside future of TikTok, a Chinese short-form video smartphone application that the U.S. Congress semisuccessfully banned in 2024. In the absence of a “qualified divestiture” (a sale to an all-American tech entity, in other words) from TikTok’s host company, the app will cease to be available on Yankee phones starting January 19, 2025. It’s even harder to insist with a straight face that TikTok, an edgeless terrain where QAnon whispers and makeup tutorials interstice with eating disorder lures and mirrored clips from Law and Order: SVU, could be considered a catalyst for political change—by design, the app shows users content they’ve already proven to like. Hardly an opportunity to rally the troops, right?


Not quite.


The central purpose of Revolutionary Algorithms is not ideological prostration at the altar of black-box enterprise. You aren’t reading a eulogy, a polemic, or an uncomplicated call to arms. The impending TikTok ban operates as a symbol for a similarly algorithmic constellation of problems that reflect its in-app pool—right-wing assaults on civil liberty, fascism creep through the daydream of individual media curation, bodily control of the citizenry. This manifesto advocates for a freer internet through freer consciousness, a two-armed push against the parasitic transhumanism undergirding Big Tech and the white supremacist classism propelling technofear into the fore.


Revolutionary Algorithms posits TikTok not as crypto-socialist totem nor portal to the promised land, but instead as a looking glass for our new world order, a self-playing piano trembling with need for human music.
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JUST LIKE TIKTOK encompasses countless opinions, viewpoints, and modes of vocalization, the concept of “revolution” itself resists stagnant taxonomy. In her 2017 opus, The Feminist Fourth Wave, academic and poet Prudence Bussey-Chamberlain advocates for the movement’s use of “affective temporality” in digital activism, urging feminists to develop their own methods of timekeeping. Layering past and future inquiries informs “the affective immediacy of the present moment,” she states, constructing the online emotional powder keg necessary to ignite the flame of change.


“Affective temporality” could also be used to describe the “infinite scroll” experience, an ergonomic form of digital perspicacity that has become central to smartphone use. Borrowed from the ancient Egyptian papyrus binding style, the original “scroll” concept took off in China, where small groups of neighbors were encouraged to slowly unspool a painting and explore its surface from left to right at social gatherings, eventually furling open the colophon, or endpapers, where they would write down their reacions to the piece, a proto-comment section for the literati set.


Our contemporary notion of a scroll doesn’t encourage high-minded rumination, however—far from it. Instead, fast-paced mindlessness is incentivized over contemplation for capitalistic gain, a by-product of a process that Wired journalist Cory Doctorow calls “enshittification.” Enshittification maps the “inevitable consequence arising from the combination of the ease of changing how a platform allocates value, combined with the nature of a ‘two-sided market,’” says Doctorow, where buyers and sellers, and by extension, investors and users, find themselves perpetually at odds in the name of constant shareholder growth. Doctorow argues that enshittification describes the natural life cycle of a VC-funded app—once the start-up cash runs out and the user experience starts feeling extractive (think Uber or Bumble), former clientele divest en masse. TikTok may be undergoing a similar makeover (the long, sticky tentacles of its latest “TikTok shop” e-commerce roll-out are impossible to escape), but the app’s endemic decentralization outpaces the bacterial mill of pickpocketing by virtue of its affective temporality, its unique capacity to cultivate layered apperception. Technological self-determination may be fundamentally at odds with the demands of business expansion, but TikTok, enshittified as it is, represents a wrinkle in the fabric of online space-time, creating apperceptive swarms of information, a form of immersion heretofore unapproached elsewhere on the internet.


The audiovisual palimpsest of online affective temporality also begets a hybridized understanding of rupture or, more simply put, resistance. While many leftists may dream of felling semiocapitalist hierarchy in one screaming, bloody blow, the linguistic articulation of revolution as a single struggle, gesture, or activity lacks both historical nuance and progressive imagination.


Sociologist Charles Tilley’s theory of revolution holds that revolution doesn’t develop sui generis (“of its own kind,” or in a vacuum), nor does it bloom under laws that distinguish it from everyday forms of political change. In his 1993 book European Revolutions, 1492–1992, he frames his argument in overlapping metaphors. Despite our pop cultural understanding of the subject, revolutions do not, in Tilley’s view, resemble solar eclipses, which depend on cyclical celestial patterns that appear in line with a comprehensible schedule of external stimuli. Instead, Tilley likens revolution to a traffic jam, varying in severity, shape, vehicular flow, and precipitating context. As opposed to Leon Trotsky’s belief that “destruction of the social equilibrium has already split the state superstructure” in the prelude to revolutionary events, Tilley’s definition “entails multiple sovereignties,” a buttoned-up interpretation of Émile Durkheim’s Marxist writings on the inevitability of struggle as progress. Traffic jams, depending on the city planning ordinances under which they occur, feel unavoidable in their frequency and intensity.


To further expand the comparison, it’s worthwhile to mention that the honking choir of car congestion isn’t always sufficient to inspire change. Mark Beissinger explains in his book The Revolutionary City: Urbanization and the Global Transformation of Rebellion that what we have come to understand as the revolutionary process is, itself, under siege. Urban civic revolutions, the mobilization of as many bodies as possible in central urban places to inspire regime change through the power of numbers rather than bloodshed, are a fairly new phenomenon, emerging from the rampant city industrialization in the late 1890s. Armed resistance against the state in urban centers became a nonstarter, since the state provided the “nerve centers of government,” complete with better weapons, better military training, and higher numbers of armed combatants. Beissinger argues that with the invention of nonlethal methods of crowd control, unarmed revolution has become less dangerous; and technological advances, while increasing the visibility and numerical participation in state antagonism, usually attract middle- and upper-class protestors in mass negative coalition, resulting in “a lack of persistence” that produces “highly fractious” governments. If the urban civic revolutionary model shifts, he maintains, mass protest can address the “democratic backsliding” that represents the “sweet spot” for dissent.


Tilley asserts that a revolutionary “traffic jam” consists of two components—the situation and the outcome. We are currently steeped in revolutionary situations. What can the outcome be?


If there’s any better digital manifestation of a traffic jam than TikTok, I dare you to show me. A blaring discordance of microruptures, exploding in kaleidoscopic plumes of color, information, and movement, TikTok is more than the sum of its pixels. Estonian-Canadian filmmaker, activist, and AdBusters magazine editor Kalle Lasn wrote in a recent piece, “Revolution Algorithm,” “The smartphone is the platform for a new kind of organizing principle. Never before has it been possible to get a million people around the world together in a matter of hours. And within a year? Ten million, easily… poking our noses into every policy debate, monitoring every election, having a decisive impact… most importantly, punishing the wicked.”


Admittedly, if we accept that “the wicked” as the corporations and polities surveilling their shared user-citizenry, TikTok, a world leader in data opacity, can hardly offer a panacea to this hierarchical orthodoxy. Still, the U.S. government’s insistence on TikTok’s transformation into Meta, architects of neoliberal decay, as a means of controlling our points of engagement not just with information but digital reconstructions of power, feels like a new low for Beissenger’s “democratic backsliding.”


Back in 1999, British cyberfeminist Sadie Plant high-lighted a “bottom-sideways” model of “electronic activism.” “If a wide range of centralised, corporate and/or state organisations are encroaching on what used to seem like the far more open and chaotic spaces of the Net,” she told a journalist at Switch magazine, “there is the enduring possibility that the distributed nature of electronic networks will always mitigate against any complete enclosure.”


Plant, now in her seventies, belongs to a philosophical tradition of cybernetic-materialist analysis, wherein the body is considered not just a dualistic container for consciousness but a vessel of physical integration with emerging technology. While her Switch conversation is more than twenty years old, many aspects of her argument ring true today. “Cyberspace seems to have ushered in a new era of interest in gnosticism, the mind/body split, and disembodied notions of consciousness, but I see the implications of cybernetics working in completely different directions—erasing the mind/body distinction rather than reinforcing it,” she quips, deflating an opinion that runs amok in 2024.


Implied in the “mind/body split” is also an organic bifurcation between IRL (in real life) and online existence, often underscored by the only occasionally helpful axiom “touch grass,” usually levied at a commenter who has gotten tangled in their own intellectual myopia. But, as we learned from the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020, this is a false distinction. The TikTok algorithm is not poisoning our brains, at least not in any unique capacity; it merely reflects the landscape of our collective desire for something bigger than ourselves. It amplifies our most secret wants; it soundtracks our deepest, dumbest carnalities. It is also fragile, ephemeral, and privately owned.


As UC Berkley performance studies professor and “fan studies” pioneer Abigail De Kosnik explores in her book Rogue Archives, digital technologies of social media facilitate the “democratization of cultural memory.” The “rogue archivists,” or online “stan” enthusiasts, manufacture their own possibilities for preservation and access to “vast quantities of cultural content” and for “subcultural and marginalized groups to have archives of their own.” Social media’s capacity for community building and interest coalition may allow users to unite under common interests, but also poses the risk of cultural memory loss without standardized cross-platform methods for preservation. The content created by TikTok communities illustrates not only the importance of social media to cultural memory and personal identity, but also how complicated the concept of “ownership” can be when applying traditional archival techniques to a “rogue” or “metaphorical” archive. TikTok houses both personal and community “archives,” troubling the perceived mutual exclusivity of “creatorship” and privately hosted content.


TikTok’s specific capacity for identity construction and identity-first state antagonism aligns with Beissinger’s predictions for both the limits and potentialities of revolution. Despite the liberal media’s obsession with Gen Z’s digitally inspired penchant for political upheaval, longitudinal research has shown that TikTok is far from a hotbed of radical activity. A team of researchers, led by Columbia University’s Ioana Literat, have been tracking youth political praxis on TikTok since its days as Musical.ly, a lip-syncing app most popular with middle schoolers. Literat told the New York Times in a 2020 interview, “It’s hard to refer to what we see on the platform as consensus. Rather, we find that TikTok enables collective political expression for youth—that is, it allows them to deliberately connect to a like-minded audience by using shared symbolic resources.” Because of TikTok’s audiovisual uniqueness, “cross-cutting political talk” across partisan lines is structurally difficult and somewhat unproductive, resulting in “very personal” forms of political dialogue. “Not to say that political talk on other social media platforms is not personal, but having done comparative analyses, we’re really struck by just how front-and-center youth identities are on TikTok,” she continues.
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