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  Inception

  The focus of our book is on the cultural and political implications of the much vaunted ‘cloud computing’ phenomenon. Cloud computing, in its most basic terms, is the systematized virtualization of data storage and access, the coalescence of processing power into an instantly available utility, ready for any eventuality. We will, of course, consider certain technical manifestations of the Cloud but, for us, computing is just one component of a cultural, social and political logic. You will be disappointed if you hope for a technical manual. Computational progress, as we understand it, is a kind of alibi for this logic. This discussion, you could say, is conceived as a communiqué from a fictional future in which the world has not been subjected to the straitjacket of capitalist digitality.

  So we are much less interested in the technical destiny of the Cloud than in its role in piloting a monstrous new form of power and control. It should be understood as central to the newly intensive nature of an already established paradigm of socio-cultural connection and integration, entwined with, but not determined by, emergent technical systems. This culture, defined by the global informatic archive to which we are constantly tethered, fosters a dream-like state in which we can both possess and be everything we wish simultaneously.

  All possibilities lay before us. We no longer have to choose. We are encouraged to take on the totality of being. As we contend, this constitutes a collapse of the virtual into the actual – utopia is actualized – and reality is defined by a multiplicity of alternatives which forecloses anything beyond or outside itself. ‘Cloud culture’ promises an explosion of creative potential, yet also ensures that creativity is ceaselessly enclosed in its modulation. Catastrophically, living labor is the engine and the engineer of its enclosure. Moreover, ours is a post-political world, defined by an omnipresent state of ‘coalition’ and maintenance of ‘democratic’ consensus that nullifies genuine creativity or transformation, stripping away antagonism. The cooptation of everything into the ‘political’ results in the disappearance of politics. Politics needs to be dreamed back into existence: we commend a critical immanent delirium of the Cloud, a fabulation spun out from the cramped space into which it installs us.

  


  Those of us whose formative years were, at least partially, wallpapered with Athena posters will remember all too clearly a certain image by M.C. Escher. The image, Ascending and Descending, originally a lithograph first printed in 1960, depicts a sect of identical, monkish figures doomed, perhaps coerced, to ceaselessly plod up and down a single, looped set of steps atop an eccentric quasi-gothic building. The image, now of course a cliché, is based upon the conceptual ruse underpinning what are known as ‘Penrose stairs’. In the fifties, Lionel and Roger Penrose imagined an impossibility: stairs which, no matter how far or in which direction we proceed, deny us true progress. We turn each corner of the staircase only to find ourselves caught within a closed circuit. Back in the days of Athena, paradox was scarce. That was why the science fiction of a writer such as Philip K. Dick, dealing as it did, in novels such as Time Out Of Joint (1959) and Ubik (1969), with paranoiac characters prising open fissures unreasonably and sinisterly appearing in consensual reality, still delivered such a powerful impact. However, paradox is now relatively mundane. One of the key themes of our book is the normalization of paradox, the science fictionalization of the world, so to speak, under the aegis of global informational capital. There is a new tendency in mainstream twenty-first century cinema, for example, which has been dubbed ‘rubber reality’, or, alternatively, ‘mind-game film’. Film theorist Thomas Elsaesser suggests that ‘rather than “reflecting” reality, or oscillating and alternating between illusionism/realism, these films create their own referentiality, but what they refer to, above all, are “the rules of the game” ... as we learn to live symbiotically with machines and “things”, as well as with hybrid forms of intelligence embedded in our many automated systems. In this respect, cinema ... may have become a form of performative agency, as well as a form of thinking’.1 One such film is Christopher Nolan’s near future science fiction film, Inception (2010). Criticized for its reduction of dream-states to the dumb exigencies of the action movie or video game, in fact the film is interesting precisely in its insistence on the rationalization of paradox and the logic of dream.

  The film concerns the exploits of a team of professional corporate thieves, a finely tailored transnational crew who specialize in extracting lucrative industrial information from their targets’ subconscious minds as they sleep. Recruiting bushy-tailed academic, Ariadne (Ellen Page), the team, headed by Dom Cobb (Leonardo DiCaprio), aim on this occasion not to thieve but to plant an idea, in effect a virus, that will infect and inflect the future business decisions of the ‘mark’, Robert Fischer (Cillan Murphy). The aim of this ‘inception’ (for it is from this seeding that the film takes its name) is, as Cobb explains, ‘to translate a business proposition into an emotional reaction’. Ariadne’s task is to construct a ‘dream architecture’ of affective capture, an oneiric space in which this proposition can be worked in and thereafter manipulated. As such, the team’s mission is to lock down and harness the virtuality of the imagination in order to define a moveable, manipulable truth. In this respect, the mental architecture Ariadne must build will be definitively Cartesian (that is, rational and scientistic), and it is surely no coincidence that her tutorial takes place in the avenues and boulevards of Paris, themselves of course the result of the urban rationalization process of mid-nineteenth century Haussmannization (dedicated in part to the closing down of an insurrectionary dream). And yet, the dream architects will retain the power to fold this space in the most Baroque manner, demonstrated as a whole section of the city is rolled back over onto itself to form a loop. What is crucial is that inception is a control strategy that requires the mark to maintain a state of relative autonomy and self-invention. It is a form of control that foregoes the hegemonic mode of ‘power over’ and shifts into a mode in which power is exerted from ‘within’, in fact ‘owned’ by the mark as his very capacity to act in the world and discover his own truth. The mark is enlisted in the process of his own control, his actions are wholly re active. In the language of the corporate world from which Inception never strays, we can say that he’s been incentivized. The film’s interest, for us, rests in this migration of power into life’s interior, the becoming ontological of power.2

  This rationalization of existence is part of a greater move towards science-as-knowledge, in the form of calculation, process, extrapolation; the management of data to define truth. It engenders a nihilistic oscillation of the will, a ‘disjunctive synthesis’ of passivity and radicalism.3 When Cobb and his wife, Mal, become trapped in a dream limbo, possessing absolute creative freedom over this world of the imagination, they merely render a city of dull banality, block after block of vague, generic structures, an existence with minimal detail and texture. The dream is lucid and, as such, ordered, efficient even. Experience, for them, becomes pseudo-experience, no matter how hedonistic and narcissistic. Affect is muted, modulated and narcotized. Our present cultural milieu constitutes a similar state of passive boredom. It seems to lack the value by which all things are judged. The ability to have, to be, anything and everything, remains limited by a project of moderation in line with our passive nihilist, decaffeinated culture.4 We crave extremity but will not countenance pain. Anyone who has ever played a video game in the ‘cheat’ or ‘god’ mode knows how quickly initial interest is replaced by ennui, but this is perhaps less a result of the ability to do anything within the game-space without being ‘killed’ and more about the totalizing nature of the space itself, the reduction of the virtual into the actual. Even cheating, it seems, has rules to which we must abide. The crisis brought about in cloud culture is the impossibility of the creative act in this world where everything that has been done is instantly available, everything that is in process is connected, and even that which has yet to occur is part of an endless archive. Of course, for Cobb and Mal, who lay in front of an oncoming train in order to return to ‘reality’, suicide offers a way out. This hints at the radical twin to what J. G. Ballard has called the ‘collaborative soft tyranny’ of contemporary nihilism. The other half of our disjunctive synthesis is an ‘elective psychopathology,’5 an immanent antagonism that remains contained while threatening to spill over into fundamentalism. The argument put forth here is that cloud culture constitutes a determined attempt to harness the affective power of this nihilism. The process of rationalization involved in the collapse of the virtual into the actual produces a state of passive disorientation constantly approaching self-destructive despair which lends itself to manipulation and modulation. The fine-tuning of this deadlock results in the continuity and productive stability of contemporary informational capitalism. Correspondingly, Cobb’s inception team constantly strives to stay on the right side of precarity, to prevent the complete ‘collapse’ of the dream-state.

  The need to maintain stability can be understood in terms of the politics of security, and contemporary capital secures stability precisely through the use of paradox.6 The space of control is a space of impossible structures. Inception contains a set of Penrose stairs which handily illustrate the disjunctive Baroque-Cartesian synthesis described here. Lionel and Roger Penrose actually photographed a model of their stairs. Clearly, the photograph documents a ruse, a piece of theatre. In reality, the four angles of steps never joined up and the success of the photograph hinges upon the precise angle from which it was taken (seemingly influencing the point of view Escher would later adopt in his lithograph). So it is in Inception. When one of Cobb’s inceptors is chased down stairs designed as security protocol, he impossibly manoeuvres around and behind his pursuer. The power he exerts in this sequence is executed precisely by demonstrating the trick of the structure to his assailant and revealing the deadly drop concealed by ‘natural’ perspective. ‘Paradox’, he says, as the assailant plummets into the rift. Fundamentally, this form of security works on the revision and modulation of truth; the power to conduct such modulation is the advantage of a wholly integrated cloud culture to advanced informational capitalism. Indeed, the manifesto of a culture predicated on total and permanent connection is one of absolute transparency in which information freely flows. Control over (false) totality, the apparent enclosure of all virtuals, enables that which is defined as truth to be modified and adjusted as necessary in order to maintain or stimulate production. Consequently, this is not just perceived truth but actual truth, to which there is no alternative. This occurs not as hierarchical dictat, but as subtle and supple method of control exercised through ontology itself. Cheating still takes place within rule-bound structures, but in this case it is the rules of the game themselves that are subject to change. Importantly, these rules are not amended in ways that deterministically affect us. Instead, we are implicated in the discovery of their transition, the emphasis of our creative efforts shifts, and we create the truth through our very re actions. Truth, as such, becomes a flexible control method that no longer makes its plea to the transcendental but is collapsed instead into immanence. Just as the nihilistic synthesis of affect is autopoietic, paradoxical security enables the maintenance of a homeostatic equilibrium that is simultaneously productive.

  Thematically, Inception is aligned to what we will argue is the operating mode of contemporary capitalism, a capitalism-in-mutation which is driven by a will to truth and a desire to enclose and appropriate the virtual, translating the powers of life into business.7 The mark lives the inception as his inmost truth and compass. Inception accesses and modulates the affective life of our convictions, our giving of form to the world through our personal beliefs and values. As the mark invents his illusion, he enfleshes the truth of a corporate trigger. Inception is the corporate capture and détournement of living labor, life’s power to differ, its self-overcoming. Any attempt to resist capitalism must take this into account.


  
Chapter 1

  

  The World Rights Itself



  [W]e need to think upside down once again.

  Charles Leadbeater

  


  How is it that “the world turned upside-down” always manages to

  Right itself?

  Hakim Bey

  Coding the World

  The take-up of digital technologies is conditioned by existing rhetorics and practices. In particular, computing emerged out of the contexts and concerns of war and capitalism, the economic and military imperatives of the twentieth century. In the cybernetic cultural imaginary the rhetorics of technical rationality and order congeal and gather momentum even further. Cybernetics, as initially conceived, is a prophylactic dream of control, of the regulation of flows, a systems theory which is also a fiction predicated upon the evacuation of the evils of chaos, noise, dirt, viral poison.

  Technology has been extremely effective at systematically ordering and opening up the world as resource. This is also a rendering of the world as calculable. The power of digitality in particular lies in its giving over of phenomena to numerical, statistical value, permitting the measure and modulation of any variation in their properties. The mediation of all things through binary code evacuates the content of the world, translating everything into homogeneous, replicable form, into information. In the Wordsworthian cliché, the digital ‘murders to dissect’. It cuts into phenomena as it orders, disambiguating and freezing up dead moments in linearized fashion. Anything that can be formally represented is so ensnared. Anything that refuses to surrender its singularity, its complexity and power of difference needs must be discarded. Digitality constitutes a capture, an articulation of the world in terms of increasing resolution, ever tightened thresholds, but no matter the degree of resolution or the grip of thresholds, something about the world is lost, something that escapes. That is, the creative, unrepresentable power of virtuality, the singular not-yet that moves the actual and forces it to differ.8

  If first order cybernetics was dominated by an apotropaic mission, second order cybernetics embraced the productive potential of viral pathology, shifting its verdict on noise from unwanted anomaly to facilitator of flexibility and autopoiesis. Viral noise is ‘folded in’, transformed into ‘constructive instability’, excluded precisely via its inclusion and mobilisation.9

  Capitalism, like first order cybernetics, can be conceived as preoccupied with hygiene in that it wages war against the noisy, viral evil of singularity. It abstracts all phenomena, rendering in terms of exchange value. All things are equalized, prepared for commodity exchange. Of course, from Marx’s perspective, it is a revolutionary and brutal stripping away of veils, knocking off of halos, a fundamental compulsive dislodging of things and agitation of the world. And, so, capital embraces ‘revolution’. How hygienic can it ever really be? In fact, its hands are always dirty. Chaos and contagion is fundamental to capital. The Communist Manifesto treats the bourgeoisie as a contagion capable of passing through any imaginable prophylactic boundary: ‘In one word, it creates a world after its own image’.10 Capitalism is itself viral. It is metamorphic, evolving, mutating through contagion. It ‘codes the world according to its own image’.11 Digitally reconfiguring the world by means of networked power, it conquers through viral ontology.

  Capital is complicit with second order cybernetic systems. What this book is about, at core, is capital’s radical autopoietic strategy for harnessing digitality in order to breach the not-yet, capital’s predaceous inclinations towards time-out-of-joint, to insert itself into the virtual and take the future in hand. We argue that the Cloud constitutes digital capital’s best effort at the in(ter)ception of the future.


  Cloud Enclosure

  What would the CEOs of the IT industry, digitally turned-on politicians, media pundits and technology journalists, have us believe the Cloud is? The Cloud basically refers to the abstraction and ‘virtualization’ of computing. It is based upon an ‘as-a-service’ model, much like a utility on demand. The end user draws on whatever is needed (infrastructure, platform or software) precisely as it is needed, from whichever device they have in hand, rather than owning hardware or installing software in their machine. Cloud computing constitutes a shift from desktop computing on PCs to computing online via a multiplicity of hosts and platforms. The ‘computer’, increasingly likely to be a smartphone, tablet or similar device, will continue to run various apps or a web browser, but all computing processes and data storage will occur at remote, virtual servers. Minimal local storage, minimal local processing power. In the Cloud model, all the drudge and unpleasantness of dealing with computers – from the point of view of end users – will be outsourced.

  Consumers already use the incipient Cloud, responding to the sheer proliferation of data by storing more and more online. Its primitive form has been familiar to us for some time: user-generated multimedia content and archives, communal ‘knowledge’, the exchanges of web-based email and blogs, social and communicational networks. But, to take us forward, to bring us the Good News, the technology giants have rolled out their big hitters. Steve Ballmer of Microsoft tells us it’s all or nothing – he’s ‘bet the company’ on the Cloud, while Steve Jobs of Apple promises new kinds of freedom, an ‘automatic’ and ‘effortless’ world. Of course, not all of the content in the Cloud is generated by users but it remains open to all, with clear encouragement towards ‘creative’ engagement. The power of these virtual software solutions – the ‘Cloud Power’ – is non-linear mass collaborative working, multiplicities of remote users working on the files simultaneously, sharing and developing the ideas together. No messy synchronization or management is required from the user, the Cloud seamlessly – naturally even – integrates disparate devices, users and systems. And the power here is unlimited: in the Cloud, things are only ever more ‘flexible’, ‘scalable’.

  So the Cloud responds to the call for collaborative culture already inspired by Web 2.0. It promises enormous potential for project collaboration in both business management and science. Companies are beginning to recognize its value in the context of the global economic recession. It will enable them to focus on their ‘core mission’, shed staff (namely those who serviced in-house computing), outsource most peripheral concerns and cut costs all round. The total connection of cloud computing, we are told, the state of being ‘always on’, will push far beyond what we currently understand as interaction. The Cloud, then, is potential.

  The Cloud has also been understood in terms of the ‘digital commons’. In facilitating the storage of our cultural heritage, rendering it increasingly accessible and interactive, it adds up to an ‘exponential growth in mass cultural expression’ which Charles Leadbeater calls ‘Cloud Culture’. In the new decade, he trumpets, ‘will come a vast cultural eruption – a mushroom cloud of culture’ disrupting ‘how culture is expressed and organised’.12 There’s a lot of talk about the ‘commons’ these days. Not just the commons, in fact: commonism, communalism, new cooperativism, indeed, even communism is on the agenda. Some of this talk has, understandably, been from those eager (as it transpires, rather too eager) to write the obituary for neoliberalism in the wake of 2008’s global financial collapse. But from wherever it manifests, it highlights the growing urgency for new ways of living on an ever more interconnected planet, where the ‘crisis’ of one country is increasingly the crisis of the world, where individual actions result in a multiplicity of reactions. Discussions around the digital commons have, perhaps inevitably, been seen in less significant terms, driven instead by debates over copyright, legality and access. However, the appearance of the Cloud, in socio-political terms, reveals a radical shift already underway in the way we live, a shift that has consequences beyond merely technological concerns.
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