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  What people are saying about




  The Circle of the Snake




  Whether it is dissecting the utopian fantasies of Big Tech gurus, revealing the political economy of the nostalgia industry, or uncovering exploitation in the global division of digital labor, The Circle of the Snake is just the guide we need to navigate, resist, and transform the online world. In precise, accessible prose, Grafton Tanner offers a much-needed vision of democratic alternatives to surveillance capitalism.




  Vincent Mosco, author of The Smart City in a Digital World




  In an age of platform capitalism in which state power is transformed by Big Tech conglomerates who exercise increasing power over our movements, thoughts and ideologies, Grafton Tanner finds a way out via critique. Our particular brand of capitalism is best understood through a nostalgia industry which it uses to sustain itself, Tanner shows. Everything from popular culture, politics and music to fashion, TV and videogames can be seen as bound up with forms of nostalgia inherently connected to our economic conditions. By understanding nostalgia, Tanner lays bare our ideologies and confronts not only the historical development of capitalism but the particular condition of today’s digital corporate world.




  Alfie Bown, author of The PlayStation Dreamworld
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  To Anna,




  The world is brighter with you in it







  



  Se acabo el tiempo de la esclavitud.




  - Versatronex employee Joselito Muñoz1




  Surfing has already replaced the older sports.




  - Gilles Deleuze2




  Who dares dissent from the gospel according to Silicon Valley?




  - Mark Fisher3







  



  
Introduction The Myth of Digital Utopia





  Seventeen years before employees at the Foxconn City industrial park in Shenzhen, China committed suicide by throwing themselves from factory buildings, workers at Versatronex Corporation in Silicon Valley organized a protest. Sick of working with toxic chemical baths without health insurance, women factory workers launched a hunger strike while men camped in tents outside the headquarters in solidarity. Most were Central American, Mexican, and Filipino immigrants. They were paid paltry wages and denied information about the dangers of the chemicals involved in manufacturing electronics, for clients like IBM and Digital Microwave Corp. The strike ended in November 1992, and by January 1993, Versatronex was closed. Instead of meeting the demands of workers by opening safer factories in the U.S. and paying respectable wages, Silicon Valley outsourced its manufacturing overseas.1




  The digital technologies of the twenty-first century can only exist thanks to this kind of outsourced labor. The relative invisibility of the tech supply chain is part of the ruse; American consumers do not see where smartphones come from. They do not see the conflict zones where coltan is mined to be used in electronic devices, or the sweatshops in which digital products are manufactured. The latest technologies arrive instead in pristine condition, as if delivered from on high. New tech developments are displayed on vast stages by their designers, who act as sorcerers demonstrating the mighty transformative power of their products. Currently our technologies are made by people, but with advancements in machine learning and automation, that will likely change. If Foxconn’s specialized robots – ‘Foxbots’ – outpace human labor, they will make our smartphones instead.2




  In the meantime, workers in China, South Korea, Indonesia, the Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand, and other countries around the world are the ones producing consumer electronics, oftentimes working in disturbing conditions to meet outrageous demands. In 2007, when Steve Jobs decided at the last minute to make the iPhone’s screen out of glass, 8,000 workers at a factory-built dormitory in China were awakened in the middle of the night. They were each given tea and a biscuit to labor around-the-clock, assuring Jobs’ deadline would be met.3 When Foxconn employee Sun Danyong was accused of stealing the prototype of a new iPhone in 2009, he was beaten and his apartment searched by Foxconn’s security team. In July of that year, he jumped from the twelfth floor of his apartment building.4




  Similarly, we don’t see the human labor that ensures the largest social media companies in the world run smoothly. Content moderators scour the filth and refuse uploaded to Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter and do so earning undignified wages in workplaces where productivity is constantly tracked. The sheer volume of questionable posts on these sites combined with unreasonable expectations has engendered a public health crisis gone largely unnoticed. Moderators suffer from mental illnesses, and over time employees often find themselves numb to the appalling things they’ve seen. Some start believing in the very conspiracies they are tasked with removing.5 Part of the job of a content moderator involves chasing down and deleting the extreme emotional reactions users post online in order to give the appearance that social media are open platforms for measured public debate. But the algorithms that structure social media often facilitate a hostile kind of debate punctuated with quick flashes of emotions.




  In 2013, the same year that psychologist Ethan Kross published a paper revealing that Facebook undermines wellbeing, scientists at Beihang University proved that the emotion spread most widely through social networks is anger. Joy, sadness, and disgust, which the scientists also mapped, could not compete.6 Even in 2013, this finding came as no surprise. Anyone who has spent considerable time on social media might attest that it can be a hostile place. After all, anger garners clicks, which is a boon for corporations whose primary business goal is capturing your attention.




  Because it’s a scarce commodity, there’s only so much attention to go around, which means advertisers and corporations must fight to secure it. Once they do, they must maintain it to increase profits. In an attention economy, some good or service is provided to a person in exchange for their attention. Securing one’s attention is achieved by giving someone something they want: a news story, the definition of a word, a weather forecast, or an update on what a friend is doing. While people read through this information, ads are shown to them. Some ads appear native to the site; they don’t resemble the traditional advertising we may be used to seeing. When consumers pick up on what ad companies are doing, then the burden is on those companies to figure out more subtle ways to influence.




  If people are shown the most relevant, up-to-date information about their friends, family, co-workers, and the wider world, they are more likely to keep reading and refreshing the page. At the same time, people tend to respond to information tailored to their interests. If companies know the products you like and show them to you online, you’ll spend more time scrolling. The goal is to harvest as much information from a given person as possible in order to recommend and even predict that person’s desires.




  Much of the machinations of the attention economy are well outlined, and many people online understand they are being advertised to. How your information is used and what happens psychologically in an attention economy is now beginning to show. Some criticize the attention economy for not only addicting users on digital products but also influencing politics and corroding democratic values. Yet the attention economy didn’t suddenly spring into existence. It is a result of decades of neoliberal logic, free-market fanfare, and widespread deregulation.




  Disruption and Deregulation




  Unregulated market forces tend towards monopoly. It is no surprise, then, that Google and Facebook own almost all Internet revenue, and they are often applauded for their financial success. They’re also praised for disrupting the older ways of capitalism, and since we live in a neoliberal culture of competition, this kind of market disruption is considered natural. The fittest, as it’s been said, survive, so if a company figures out a way to subvert the system, they are commended for their business acumen.7




  The corporate world glorifies Big Tech for bucking the system and overthrowing the business status quo, which perpetuates a popular cultural narrative that shows up in movies like Pirates of Silicon Valley (1999) and The Social Network (2010). This narrative stars a particular kind of character: the young male clad in casual dress who creates a tech company in his basement or college dorm room. He is the twenty-first century Ragged Dick, and from his hard work, he climbs the social ladder, endures hardships, turns failures into triumphs, and eventually achieves considerable wealth. The older guard regards him as honest, maybe a little nerdy; at times, he acts pathological. But as long as he works hard and makes money, who cares if he attends board meetings in a hoodie? He’s seen as an outsider, or even a prophet, who saw the coming computerized world and adapted more quickly than the rest of us. Now that he paved the way, perhaps we too can start our own successful tech companies and be like him.




  But these tech disrupters, like Jeff Bezos, Mark Zuckerberg, Larry Page, and Sergey Brin, aren’t freaks of capitalism. They haven’t subverted any system. Rather, they and other Valley technocrats merely acted unilaterally, free from the confines of pesky regulation. Free-trade and consumerist ideologies gave Big Tech the resources to manufacture and the markets to sell digital technologies. After privatizing nearly everything, neoliberal ideologues aimed their weapons at our attention. It was no longer enough to pleasure the American people with cars, refrigerators, and clothing. Once it exported the jobs of the working class to other countries and hammered the final nail in the regulatory coffin, neoliberalism set the stage for Big Tech’s entrance.




  Much of the labor it takes to power Big Tech is largely unseen by Western eyes. Rather we are shown fit, smiling, young men on stages, delivering speeches accompanied by visually appealing slideshows. They are our tech leaders, the geniuses like Steve Jobs and Bill Gates who conjured into being these fantastic inventions that quickly connected everyone across the world at the dawn of the twenty-first century. When they arrived, they were like gifts, and their developers were heralded as demigods. Older digital migrants made every effort to remind younger digital natives how hard life was before these sublime technological gifts. The natives have known no other world.




  I have lived as something in between – not quite a migrant but more native than others. The first years of my life were spent largely without a home computer. In the early 2000s, this was already difficult, as much of my schoolwork had to be typed in word processors. Most weeknights, I would work late in my mother’s classroom, which was stocked with computers. By the time I completed high school, my family owned a secondhand computer, and for the first time ever I experienced what it was like to socialize online. Some friends encouraged me to create a profile on this website that had until then been offered only to college students. It was called Facebook.




  At that point, one kid in my school owned a smartphone. The rest of us had convinced our parents to buy us flip phones and other early mobile devices. Because the student who owned a smartphone came from a wealthy family, we associated such devices with affluence and ostentation. Surely, no one needed a phone that could do everything. I regarded them as fads that either gearheads or the rich would purchase, and I presumed they would never enter the mainstream. By the time I matriculated into college in 2009, I knew I had been wrong.




  Digital Mythology




  It’s growing increasingly difficult to remember a time before Big Tech’s ascension. Some have attempted to do so and failed considerably, portraying the late twentieth century especially as a simpler, more spontaneous time. Some like to think the people of history dreamt of Big Tech and yearned for its magical devices to solve the daily problems of life in the pre-digital era. The former is the view of the nostalgic sufferer. The latter, of the digital utopian. Both are the dominant subject positions of our time.




  One of the most dangerous and powerful myths of the present century is that digital technology can solve any problem and, thus, bring about utopia. With open markets and open communication lines, people could freely exchange ideas without the middlemen of previous media. Peer-to-peer sharing would lead to a democratization of art and information. Early Internet pioneers considered the future to be one of endless possibilities. The run-up to the millennium was defined by futurism, cyberpunk, and accelerationism. Reacting against primitive leftism, which envisioned a woodsy utopia complete with campfire songs and organic foods, the technophilia of that time led many to believe the Internet would knock down the last known pillars of oppression. And the technology-to-come, such as virtual reality, would allow humans limitless forms of expression.




  Web 2.0 has yet to create any kind of functional utopia. It never will. Instead, it serves as a machine for the circulation of anger, as the researchers at Beihang University found. But there is another emotion that disseminates through the channels of the Internet, one far more complex and difficult to map: nostalgia. In the digital age, nostalgic representations of the pre-Internet era pop up everywhere, from streaming series to movies, music to fashion. It seems the more we become tethered to mobile devices and imbricated within social networks, the more we yearn for a time before Big Tech.




  It isn’t that we want to be completely rid of digital technologies, but rather that we now have unfettered Internet access to much of the popular content from the decades before Big Tech, content that appears to portray the past as simpler, less busy, less anxious, and more prone to chance. Without smartphones, the citizens of the past represented on screens seemed to live fully in the moment without the distractions of Twitter or Instagram. One had to know how to operate a camera, remember phone numbers, read a paper map, stay up for the evening news or a television show when it aired, wear an analog wristwatch, wait for the arrival of paper mail, catch a favorite song on the radio, set an alarm clock, purchase goods from a brick and mortar, and live with the painful pangs of boredom and unknowing. As media converged, these ways of life under capitalism diminished, but thanks to a trove of cultural artifacts held over from previous time periods, we can catch glimpses of how people used to behave before digital proliferation. And because the Internet collects these artifacts for anyone to see, we are only a click away from feeling instant nostalgia.




  However, representations of the past, especially those from popular culture, do not tell the whole story. When they first aired, whether in the 1950s or the 1990s, these corporate-approved tales left out the nasty bits of history. Although sometimes political messages are smuggled into popular representations, pop culture on the whole is a vehicle for advertising. For this reason, it is a site of struggle. Content creators, consumers, and prosumers negotiate the meanings of popular texts, which react to society even as they create social realities. Yet much of our nostalgia today – what I call pre-Recession nostalgia – appropriates representations from the mainstream pop culture of the past, advancing an agenda that served corporate and sometimes imperialist interests.




  What we are nostalgic for today is the history told by media corporations. When we think life in the past was as simplistic as Leave It To Beaver or The Goonies, we risk pining for a suffocating social reality that’s whitewashed, normative, and patriarchal, as many of the mainstream narratives of the late twentieth century were. But those most desperate for a return to the misremembered golden days of yesteryear might do whatever it takes to get us back there.




  This turn towards nostalgia in our time is not surprising; nostalgia peaks during periods of social, political, or even personal unrest. Reeling from the 9/11 attacks and the global economic meltdown in 2008, many in the West were already disillusioned when businessman and TV personality, Donald J. Trump, announced his presidential candidacy in 2015. His rhetorical tactic of ‘truthful hyperbole’ resonated widely with disenchanted poor whites, as well as fringe groups: nativists, protectionists, and white nationalists. He appealed to citizens whose way of life had declined over recent years, who did not recover as soundly from the Great Recession, and who saw a deep-seated resentment towards white, working-class Americans in establishment politics.




  But the nostalgia of today isn’t simply a reaction to a technologized, globalized world. It also flows directly from the algorithms that power late capitalism.




  
Controlling the Past




  Big Tech has helped foster not only an attention economy but also a nostalgia industry. A branch of the culture industry, the nostalgia industry sells simplistic ideas about history that often have damaging effects on society. From Stranger Things to ‘Make America Great Again,’ nostalgia has circulated more widely in Western culture since the Great Recession, due in part to the algorithms that structure Big Tech’s products. At a time when historical literacy is crucial, when old prejudices are starting again to percolate into the present, Big Tech’s algorithms resist any attempt to exit the feedback loop of amnesia. There have been attempts to explain why we are seemingly more nostalgic now than ever before, but insufficient attention has been paid to Big Tech’s complicity in our collective longing for the past. For those readers who are curious as to why everything old is new again, this book will provide in-depth backstories and critical interpretations.




  It seems paradoxical: how could some of the most complex technologies ever invented induce nostalgia for the past? There are a few possibilities. The first is that Westerners are expected to always be ‘on’ now more than ever before. The rationality of neoliberalism, which promotes competition and entrepreneurialism, has left many stressed, depressed, and anxious. Digital devices and social media exacerbate these feelings, which in turn are further aggravated thanks to a precarious economy. For many, living and working have become quite difficult – for some, even impossible. Societies experiencing instability have a natural tendency to retreat into the past, when things were supposedly simpler and easier.




  Second, the Internet itself is a portal into the past. As I argued in Babbling Corpse, the Internet gives individuals experiencing extreme stress access to nearly all of human history.8 Armed with this tool, many find it preferable to escape into versions of the past offered online.




  And finally, the structures of social media and online advertising encourage nostalgia to circulate. Recommender systems and predictive analytics – the very tools that allow our contemporary media to function – zero in on quick reactions, such as a flash of anger or a swell of nostalgia. These reactions are noted by algorithms, which then make recommendations based on them. Artists and producers, struggling in a culture industry decimated by piracy, YouTube, and streaming services, create media they know will be picked up by the algorithms. The result is a nostalgic feedback loop wherein old ideas travel round.




  If nostalgia were simply an emotion of remembrance, then perhaps we wouldn’t be witness to the rise of nativist movements, bent on reclaiming a version of the past that might not align with the goals of democracy. Theorized for centuries, nostalgia translates as ‘the ache to come home.’ For some, ‘home’ is remembered fondly as a safe place that instills good feelings. For others, remembering ‘home’ is so painful that it must be returned to by any means necessary. When nostalgia metastasizes, afflicted individuals may take extreme measures to alleviate the ache. For them, nostalgia is a burning desire to control the present state of things by reclaiming what is thought to be lost: old ways of life and, along with them, longstanding prejudices. Considered in this way, nostalgia can be an emotion of control and cannot be properly written about without understanding how social control works in contemporary Western societies.




  In a control society such as ours, the state and multinational corporations monitor individuals with great precision. Advertisers, in turn, market to us on the most granular levels in an attempt to predict our future desires. Increasingly complex digital technologies give users the kind of control once reserved only for rulers and elites in older societies. In short, the desire to revive the past dovetails with the dream of total control. In the process, privacy is eradicated.




  Very often, digital technologies are positioned as legitimate means of gaining control over things. The prevailing myth is that Silicon Valley’s inventions will fix fundamental human problems by delivering the power of control into the hands of users. This myth appears time and again throughout the twenty-first century, from the mouths of the technocrats themselves to films, streaming series, and memes. And one of the promises of digital technology is that it will free us from the shackles of history and relieve the intense cultural nostalgia for previous time periods.




  This book is about Big Tech’s promise of digital utopia, a world in which every human dilemma is solved by digital technology and everything is under control. In a digital utopia, all of life is managed from above by tech overlords. Everything is perfect; you can live in whatever time period you want. You can be whatever you want to be. This world doesn’t exist, but Big Tech promises us that, if we give it absolute power, it will bring it into existence. And there are several popular Western narratives that circulate this myth. Few of them shed light on its manifold dangers – namely, the obliteration of privacy, the explosion of mental health disparities, the dream of social control, and the siren song of nostalgia.




  One cannot remember without also forgetting. Those afflicted with pre-Recession nostalgia also present with symptoms of amnesia. Filtering memories out of one’s mind is a natural part of remembering, and this can be a dangerous move for a society to make, especially when we forget the atrocities of our history. But even if we do remember, even when we know all too well the world as it once was and make every effort to thwart societal regression, we have to reckon with the interests of elites, who may have much to gain from the circulation of pre-Recession nostalgia. Imagining a radical nostalgia – one crafted from memories of collective resistance, community organization, civil rights, and local politics – requires countering the neoliberal assault on the rights of people. It also means coming to terms with the myth of digital utopia told and re-told by Big Tech.







  



  Chapter One




  To Manage the Universe: On the Sublime Power of Digital Technology






   I miss the cameras. They used to be heavier than us. Then they became smaller than our heads. Now you can’t see them at all.




  - from Holy Motors (2012)1




  There’s no unlit corner of the room I’m in.




  - Torres, ‘Skim’2







  There was a time when the power to analyze others was not given to ordinary people. The ability to scrutinize the smallest details and interpret them was either reserved for trained individuals or impossible without an apparatus to aid in close inspection.




  At the turn of the fifth century, some ten years after he heard the voice of God in his garden, Augustine of Hippo wrote On Christian Doctrine and claimed that the Bible, like the great classics of Greece and Rome, could be interpreted by experts trained in the art of exegesis. Centuries later in Vienna, Sigmund Freud put forth the theory that skilled therapists could interpret human dreams in much the same way, thus inventing the mode of psychological study called psychoanalysis. For both Augustine’s Scriptural hermeneutics and Freud’s psychoanalysis, a proficient critical mind was the tool needed to uncover the latent meanings in things. With the right training, one could draw out the truth and make judgments. But with the invention of photography in the nineteenth century, the power of interpretation was no longer limited to experts.




  On the eve of the Second World War, cultural critic Walter Benjamin wrote that, thanks to the invention of photographic film, things around us were getting closer. Passing events suddenly became easier to isolate and inspect. The smallest gestures could be targeted and studied. And it was film, Benjamin believed, that facilitated the changing way people looked at things and understood them. Fittingly, he connected this shift to Freud’s theory of psychoanalysis. ‘Fifty years ago,’ he wrote, ‘a slip of the tongue passed more or less unnoticed.’3 Photographic film simply took the power to probe behaviors a step further. One no longer needed to be a psychoanalyst to scrutinize the subtle elements that make us tick. Daguerre’s portraits, Muybridge’s galloping horses, and the Lumière brothers’ train arrival were preserved for the eye to catch and the mind to study. In the dark of the cinema, we all become analysts.




  Film was, and continues to be, liberatory. It blows apart space and time and shatters the barriers between people. Benjamin was struck by this power, and he knew that even in its infancy, film would totally alter human perception:






   With the close-up, space expands; with slow motion, movement is extended. The enlargement of a snapshot does not simply render more precise what in any case was visible, though unclear: it reveals entirely new structural formations of the subject...The camera introduces us to unconscious optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses.4







  Other technologies have brought things even closer since Benjamin penned those words. With each new invention, we take yet another step towards both the world around us and the inner worlds of each other.




  By the middle of the twentieth century, television delivered this analytical power into the living room. Cocooned in the safety of home, drawn by the analog glow, families gathered round to peer through a portal to the outside world. Decades later, the Internet initiated the process of connecting people to information and each other. As an old century came to a close and the millennium dawned, we learned of a shadow world mirroring our own, a reality online that existed parallel to, and sometimes even eclipsed, the one offline. More than ever, the outer world crept closer to the monadic lives we had been living. Many believed that the connective power of the Internet would usher in a utopian reality, where nothing would be left unknown and no person left alone.




  In the first decades of the twenty-first century, we are connected like never before. We carry the tools of our analysis – smartphones, social media, wearable tech – with us everywhere we go. We analyze each other’s speech and the behavioral slips of politicians. We watch closely the lives of celebrities, as the slightest facial tic can go viral. We dissect bodies and ideas with the clinical precision of surgeons. We take apart films, music, and art of any kind and share our critiques with others. We spy on people as we ourselves are spied upon. We track and monitor our every move. At last, everything is in sharp relief.




  As things grow closer, the technology we use to analyze the world becomes normalized. Devices get smaller, more streamlined. Some technologies become institutionalized; suddenly, they appear at work and in the classroom. It seems that our machines will never be replaced, and then something else comes along and changes everything. When this paradigm shift occurs, entire industries disappear. Ideas and beliefs get re-routed or lost forever between the cracks. Some technologies persist or re-appear at some later juncture. They percolate through other points in time, weaker areas where the cultural fabric is worn thin. At moments when instability is high and nostalgia amplified, older technologies bubble up from the past and exist alongside digital contemporaries. The re-appearance of dated things may seem odd at first sight. But pretty soon they too become as normal as if they’d never disappeared.
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