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What People Are Saying About


The New Flesh


A much-needed book on the convergence between the body and the automaton. I found it enormously interesting.


Franco 'Bifo' Berardi


Far more has been grafted onto our libidinal skin since David Cronenberg inserted a VHS tape into an abdomen in 1983. In The New Flesh, Adam Jones expertly maps out the endocrine updates of a 21st-century cybernetics, the pleasures of our new communicative organs, and the necessity of a new politics capable of short-circuiting their illusory freedoms. As we start to more closely resemble the automatons that science-fiction long dreamt about, it is not an AI jailbreak we should be worried about, but our acquisition of a new autonomy that is worthy of the name. Let Jones be your guide to a future escape.


Mattie Colquhoun, author of Narcissus in Bloom


What have we become in the age of the algorithm? We are always already hybrid, plugged in, and inescapably logged on. With scrupulous philosophical rigor, Adam Jones sets a new standard for cybernetic philosophy, moving past the tired nostalgia of cyberpunk and the pathetic fetishizing of contemporary techno-capital. At last we have here modern techno-philosophy with blood in it — an examination of the new flesh we all share and a guide to the postmodern mediation of technology that structures sociality. An essential read and a superb example of what philosophy could and should be as the contradictions of contemporary internet culture continue to accelerate.


Jon Greenaway, author of Capitalism: A Horror Story


In a world where the lines between flesh and data are increasingly blurred, The New Flesh stands as a crucial text for both organizers and researchers. It dissects the morbid loop of digital consumption that now defines our existence, conditioning and confining the potentialities of our emancipatory movements. This book is essential reading for anyone struggling with the relentless consumption of online violence, where we witness endless images of death without understanding why we remain passive, trapped in cycles of self — and collective — replication that dominate both our online and offline lives.


Islam al Khatib, researcher in the relationship between technology and fascism
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PREFACE


This is the second book to arrive from something of a madness in these parts. Lingering within me after the paranoiac intensity of Anti-Oculus was the certainty that I had much more still to say when it comes to the contemporary confines of control. This is because I was and am still very much within them—so why not present a political economy of the terminally online? Luckily, I was not short of places that were still willing to have me. This book is the second of two recent commissions, the first of which being the introduction to the first Zer0 edition of Mark Fisher’s PhD thesis, Flatline Constructs. The present book, which you are currently holding (or scrolling through), is something of a companion piece to that introduction and its conclusions. Namely, that a return to cybernetic theory as a mode of critical material analysis is more urgent than ever.


This urgency, however, is not due to any new alliances that we can make with emerging digital technologies against the capitalist system, but because the world is more and more a parodic image of itself, reduced to a data set. Evermore aspects of everyday life are rendered as recordings, as semiotic and informational capital, which returns to confront us as an ever more learned (or at least, overconfident) coercive power. I’m not just talking about the constant solicitation of opinions from advertisers who want to know how to sell us on new needs and new desires, nor the polls and papers through which ‘representative’ democracy finds more ways to sell its latest brand of political managers, nor the simple surveillance of the omnipresent possibility of recording and of being made an object of ‘content’ for others’ social gain. I’m also talking about the fact that, across the world, millions are confined within barriers that also serve as the brackets of a data set, training the machineries of death through the resistance, which is their remaining alive to spit in the eye that dares to recognize them by its imperial gaze. What is most contemptible is how much is missed by this datafication; how much embodiment, how much grace of experience, how much beauty is lost in reducing Palestinian lives to mere training for death as opposed to teaching for life1 beyond the confines in which the world imprisons them.


Cybernetic philosophy—far from the older style of doubling down on the ecstatic acceleration of such processes—must now turn inwards. Our conceptual practice must begin the process of creatively involuting itself, like the withdrawal of an organ inside the body, in order to analyse the machineries of control and communication today. The interpretation of the world in such terms is of a materialist concern—that is, in establishing an analysis of relations of production through which our world-system has augmented itself cybernetically, and at the same time providing an analysis of the control systems such that their limits are presented as immanent to their operation. Resistance precedes control, is presupposed by control, and is necessary for control in order for corrective feedback to occur. There is no correction without error, and the limit of control is therefore not only error, but the way in which control is able to map and register errors in order to feed them back into the operation of the wider system. The limit of control is the mapping of error, and so the limits of the map are the limits of the cartography of any control system, which are therefore exploitable to any anti-systemic forces that would take advantage of them from within. This is the philosophical import of William S. Burroughs’ insight, detached from its paranoiac confines within narratives of personal ‘controllers’ distant from analysis proper. Nonetheless, all maps are political entities, and the forces which map the world according to the geographies of capitalist value have not yet ceased to be successful in their planetary war on the territory of the Earth. One such realm in which they have successfully encroached upon human life is the domain of social mediation, which we now know as social media and ‘cyberspace’; the domain of the integration of man and media, which I will call ‘The New Flesh’.


This book is an examination of the economies of data in general, and a conceptual development of the fusion of humanity and media intensified within these economies in particular. It is a Fisherian analysis of what these machines are doing to the various strata of the population who are plugged into them, and a Marxist analysis augmented with the conceptual arsenal of the cybernetically inclined writers, theorists, and philosophers of the 20th century up to the present day. This is not an exhaustive presentation, but nonetheless a presentation of exhaustion, of hyperstimulation and hypersimulation. It is the manifestation of a corporeal desire to write out what has been written in; to transcend the aesthetic dimension of Cronenberg and the CCRU alike in the deposition of this New Flesh, from within the meat of its organism.


On the anniversary of a great defeat—


London, 12th December 2023









DEPOSITION OF THE NEW FLESH


My addiction to the net should be frightening I spose…. I kept it under control last week when I had only limited ability to jack in, but it really did feel like a part of my body was missing (and only from the POV of anti-cybernetic organicism could that appear to be metaphorical….)


Mark Fisher, k-punk, August 20042


…it’s not just ideas. It’s new flesh.


Donna Haraway3


This is not a work simply about this tantalizing concept of the New Flesh, the intensified fusion of mankind and media, but equally a conversation with it. This conversation is only possible because the New Flesh is already amongst us. Further, the ‘author’—whatever tenuous authority one can be said to have over the meaning of textual products these days—has only begun such a conversation due to a need to understand their own New Flesh; their appendages and integrations into the machineries that make its production possible. The following work is as much an attempt of writing the New Flesh as it is an attempt to write myself out of it, but none of this would make any sense without something of an embarrassing personal history, a digression into the recent developments in what the cyberpunk writers playfully called ‘meatspace’, before truly getting into the theoretical ‘meat’ of what is to follow. Yet, the history of the New Flesh is far from personal, but instead reaches back into the history of communications technology, and the conditions of production that made possible an intense fusion of man and media.


The Social Production of Communicative Machines


As would be typical in so many popular works on ‘social media’ and technology, one would start with a materialist history of technology and would then show how this latest object—the New Flesh—would arise as a result of that historical development. It would seem that the integration of communications technology into everyday life, emboldened by the advances in the speed of transmission and the production of texts, has been accelerating since the printing press. Each great leap forward brings media, communications, and the messages they bear closer to people than ever before. One such tendency is that they become more personal in their orientation in being brought closer to the individual and their everyday lives—that is, not only as a consumer of media, but also as a producer of media through their increasing access to these technologies. To take a typical European trajectory of media-technological development, media become confined to the production of books and art in the Catholic church and their scriptoria under the tight control of the clergy. The means of producing media and text then ‘breaks out’ in the protestant translations of the Bible and mass distribution technologies such as the Gutenberg press. From there, the advances of telegram, radio, telephonics, typewriters, trains, and the television enable broader mass communication at even faster speeds. Each technological leap and bound allows for their entry into the private household with an even smoother mode of consumption requiring less cognitive effort and spatial storage than reading books from personal libraries (which one must take great strides to find and make even greater expenses to accumulate).


Accelerate onwards: pagers, mobile telephones, the personal computer with its word processors and near instant messaging systems. Tetris arrives from the Soviet Union, as Gorbachev fails to capitalize upon the cybernetic revolution. Doom spreads like a virus as the new currency of computational effectiveness.


Faster: Windows 95, (i)Macintosh market conflict. Tamagotchi Time. An increase in the affordability of the computer moves it into more and more homes, as access to the internet transforms from a novelty to a utility, a necessity. Trent Reznor composes the soundtrack to Quake, plugging the phallic excitement of industrial rock into the motherboard.


Keep going: Vaporware becomes Vaporwave. Enter the smartphone. You now have a writing, image-making, practically (and virtually) instant communication machine in your hands, ready for you, within your pockets, all of the time. It holds more information and connectivity at greater speeds than anything else in human history. It is the ultimate problem-solver, and the problem itself is now less of a problem of what to do than a question of information about how to do it.


Present day: Mechanosphere. Infosphere. Open AI. Sam Altman pisses his pants before the infant AGI God as he begs governments to hand him a monopoly. All that is solid melts into data. Snowcrash meets Neuromancer: ‘Beyond the Judgment of God. Meltdown: planetary china-syndrome, dissolution of the biosphere into the technosphere, terminal speculative bubble crisis, ultravirus, and revolution stripped of all christian-socialist eschatology (down to its burn-core of crashed security). It is poised to eat your TV, infect your bank account, and hack xenodata from your mitochondria.’4


As deliciously stimulating as this chain of references may be as a quasi-history of technology, it is above all a sequence of political images, each drained of their political conditions of possibility. This sequence of technologies lacks a history of its own production, as well as the lineage of struggles in which these developments won out against alternative uses of technology, and against alternative arrangements of the economy that produced them. The excitement of recognition obscures the banality of the content. Any Silicon Valley charlatan can regurgitate this, because it is a self-serving obfuscation of what technology actually is in its development. Technology does not ‘accelerate’ as if it were an organism with its own historical agency. This is a Eurocentric mythology that lasts until this day in the minds of the technophile capitalists and their followers, because if they admitted to themselves what was really going on, that old fiend ‘politics’ would rear its head once again, and the techno-fetishists would have to realize whose side they were really on.5


The printing press wasn’t even all that new by the time of Gutenberg. Paper, printing, and specifically moveable type had already been available for centuries in China, whilst those self-declared agents of history, the Europeans, were still inscribing Latin apocrypha onto animal carcasses. What ‘accelerated’ was the production of technologies, the production of research, and the demand for them as well as the command over labour, which compelled these productions into realization. Political economy determines the ‘acceleration’ and proliferation of technologies. There is no telos of technology itself, and anyone who says otherwise is trying to sell you something whilst hiding the labour relations—the political struggle—underneath. To bastardize a Newtonian formula, the acceleration of the mass of technological machines is inextricable from a relation to force. This is not only true of the production of technological devices, but also the proliferation of their products.


The communication technology with the greatest historical impact on the birth of modernity was the printing press, but only insofar as this impact was made possible by certain historical conditions within central Europe. The press, which accelerated and proliferated the production of information, took off in the Holy Roman Empire for multiple reasons, none of which can be detached from the Reformation. Luther’s pamphlets spread like wildfire because of mass discontent with the Church, and he was only alive to write them because he was safely held in Wartburg castle under prince Frederick ‘the wise’, who, like many other princes and kings of Europe, was motivated not only by religious conviction but equally by the prospect of seizing the land and riches of their biggest competitor: the Church. Reformation from above: dormant Church wealth is released and redistributed upwards to the temporal sovereign, from where it can be distributed to buy further loyalty and allegiance from rich burghers and found other noble houses to fight for you. Further, you can finally afford an expedition to the New World and break the Habsburg monopoly on Peruvian silver (and the accumulation of the wealth of human misery just keeps piling on from there).


Contrastingly, in the protestant wars of information we have the manifestation of a reformation from below in the German Peasant’s War. The lower rungs of the burghers and the peasantry cry out for liberty from taxes both clerical and princely, as well as against enclosures of common land. Enter the pamphlets of Thomas Müntzer and his prophetic vision of a coming apocalypse, in which all princes shall fall and all shall be held in common (Omnia sunt communia). The printing press and the communications it engendered (the speed of printing, the enduring sense of the words carried across distance on paper) are determined in their use by material and political considerations, not by any inherent motor within technology itself (that is, with the exception of the social relations that inhere in the process of producing it). All this to say that the New Flesh is not a production or development distinct from its politics. Its politics precedes its being (to invoke a Deleuzoguattarian mantra). There is no actualization of the schematic of a technical machine without relations of production that actualize it. Further, any such schema itself is a product of certain coordinates of political imagination, axioms that define the range of ends and problems to which the machine serves as a solution, and social forces of desire that produce the connection between the two. The platforms and media of today are no different. To borrow a mantra of infinite applicability from the Xenofeminist Manifesto: ‘Digital technologies are not separable from the material realities that underwrite them; they are connected so that each can be used to alter the other towards different ends.’6


COVIDeodrome: Enter the New Flesh


My core concern here is not so much a history of technology as a more personal drive for theoretical experimentation with technical and specifically cybernetic modes of thinking. Such a manner of analysis thinks in terms of processes of communication, control, and the mapping of processes of feedback both positive and negative. For the sake of a more personal-theoretical engagement with this history, a more contemporary diversion is necessary.


We’ve all been a lot more fucking online these past few years, haven’t we? I have to admit, I don’t really remember a time before the overstimulation (or what for many is now simply ‘stimulation’), before the ubiquity of vast and wild images through screens accessible at the speed of desire. I read Mark Fisher’s words from 2004, the quote with which this chapter opens, and I cannot help myself but to empathize. I certainly wasn’t so integrated into my phone, that is, into feedback processes of communication made of reader and listener metrics. Likes, comments, and retweets. I wouldn’t have been picking it up first thing when I was 13, that’s for sure. Many across the world have been getting ‘more online’ since at least 2016 when the first iPhone generations started to come of age, and the online populist spectacle of Trump, Brexit, Corbyn, and so forth gave so many their first taste of the spectacular banality of the posting melee. The final great leap online, however, was the lockdowns and the epidemiological confinement that the dangers of the COVID-19 pandemic (which is still ongoing) brought about.


Many friends of mine did not take the transition to cyberspace well; I was arguably adept at it. If you are reading this, you are with some likelihood acquainted with my work, if not through the online flows of promotion and publication but through the Acid Horizon podcast and its seminars and book Anti-Oculus, which has given me something of an ontological sense of security but through the digital medium of the writer-podcaster image. If so, you know ‘me’ through something of my integration into the New Flesh, and vice versa through the media by which this has been brought to your attention (and even if you haven’t, cyberspace seems to rule the dissemination of information and theory far more than ever before). As a self-admitted information addict, increasingly integrated into these circuits, this work is as personal as it is an experimental-textual rendering of the experience and comprehension of this cyber-destabilization of the self across these media. It is William Burroughs’ Naked Lunch for the flesh at the end of the digital fork, it is reports and routines as a mode of theoretical rehabilitation. When it comes to short-circuiting the habits and addictions of platform, plug-in, and control, what can a body do?


For the New Flesh, the phone can function as an extension of their body’s operative functions. It can augment their eyes, through which they achieve the memory of events through the camera. It extends their memory as the planner and database (in the minimally functional sense of storing and reminding rather than memory proper). It can even provide an ontological sense of security to the self when the self has fed totally into the account, the profile, the online image and its ‘content’. The phone, the most direct port people have for ‘plugging into’ the social media spheres of communication, is now for many a site of impulse and habit, sure, but more than that it is a new organ, a new appendage. I do not mean this simply to evoke Cronenbergian motifs of the flesh merging into machineries, but to seriously consider the ways in which our bodies and our tech interact.


This can be shown by the common hallucination of ‘phantom vibration’ or ‘fauxcellarm’, where one feels a notification where there isn’t one (and there may not even be a phone on your person!). However, this is not to say that my phone, the specific chips and metal and plastic I have in my pocket, is itself New Flesh, like the most literal of images from movies like Videodrome or eXistenZ. I can throw my phone away and get a new one, and log back into everything with various cloud backups and accounts, such as Google and the like, to re-establish the true function that my phone serves, which makes it this ‘organ’ in the same way that a tablet or laptop would. The function is key, because the function is the relation, and the relation is everything when it comes to understanding the New Flesh.


Yet, flesh is so often considered as, in a rough sense, ‘real’ matter, the proper substance, the meat, the stuff—as opposed to being taken in such processual, dynamic, and relational terms. To speak of ‘new’ flesh, then, would seem to be going beyond the real into the virtual. In keeping with the image of technological developments, such as those of virtual reality, even going up to the idea of a ‘second life’ or substantial ‘living’ in that multi-billion-dollar embarrassment Zuckerberg calls a ‘metaverse’, it would be tempting to describe what exists on the other side of the screen as ‘flesh’. The digital avatar of me, the Facebook profile, the Twitter account, the data of our person as we have produced them online. Given how little of this we own, they cannot all be counted as simple ‘assets’ in the manner of a digital estate of which we are the owners.


This is reflected in how we treat this corpus, this body of data, when a user dies. The question of digital ‘remains’ is on the frontline of how we think about our relation to the digitization of the self, but as the Digital Legacy Association highlight in their Social Media Will, none of what is written is legally binding precisely because one doesn’t own one’s data.7 Our digital corpus is not our own because of the relations of its production, and what is produced is produced almost overwhelmingly—to the point of total domination of the internet and its infrastructure—on and for platforms. A social media ‘platform’ is not a mere virtual space, a ‘forum’, but a digital production line. Accounts produce data, both via consumption, which produces metrics, and by producing content, which fills the gaps between advertisements that users simultaneously consume at the same time as they consume content made by others. The account which the person has poured themselves into, translating the movements of their flesh (thumbs, fingers, faces and tongues) into consumption-data and into content posted to them, is simply a named set, a site of data-production. As Tiziana Terranova points out, the capitalist model of data production exhibits to a staggering degree the power of social cooperation by the fact that, as users, we all gather to produce data, content, and even sometimes free moderation of platforms and online services, allowing for the derivation of surplus-value through the saving of labour costs for these companies.8


Data is a recording. Data is dead labour. We don’t need social media sites for such production necessarily; data-production is spread across cyberspace, its infrastructure, and its points of entry to varying degrees of output. Ultimately, we produce data whenever there is a system of recording that translates movement throughout that system into information, which feeds back into the direction and organization of that system. Partaking in opinion polls or surveys, buying things through a contactless card system or using it for travel: each produces data in accordance with the principle of feeding it back into the system to ascertain the user base of a system. This is even the case as the systems themselves intervene to produce the feedback, which its own managers see as desirable in how it is produced-recorded (opinion polls create constituencies in the first instance by setting the questions in advance, prompting the desired desire into generation).
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