
Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes
freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart
information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 19

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE INTERNET

The British folk singer Al Stewart used to tell a story about the legendary
R&B singer Clarence “Frogman” Henry. Once, when Henry was playing
a Memphis bar, it so happened that a man who was his exact double
was walking in a nearby street. Now this double was a total Audrey
Hepburn fan, and of all things Audrey Hepburn’s double was walking
down the other side of the same street in the opposite direction, and
she, as chance would have it, was a complete Frogman Henry fan.
Sparks flashed as the two spied each other across the highway, and
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they rushed towards each other. But at the moment of the clinch, two
things happened. First, each realized, as they embraced in the middle of
the road, that neither of them was who the other thought he or she was.
And secondly, they were run over—by a gold Cadillac driven by J.
Gordon Liddy, who at this stage in his career was making his living as an
Elvis impersonator. . . .

The moral of this immoral tale is that desire is always desire for what
is other than the case. Fandom and identification are entirely simulation-
al in a world governed by self-replicating codes that intertwine—the
point of nemesis taking the form of J. Gordon Liddy—with other social
DNA codes of the contemporary: Elvis’s afterlife, Watergate, the JFK
assassination, the Marilyn Monroe myth, UFOlogy . . . This fable’s lexi-
con of representations and narratives engulfing one another in an
abyssal black hole of meaning raises the question of the world as it pres-
ents itself to us, the world as communication.

The world communicates. Contemporary physics and chemistry
instruct us in the nature of an information universe and reveal the
microdimensional infolding of space and time upon themselves in such
ways that, in the fundamental laboratory demonstration of quantum
effects, subatomic entities “communicate.” The trees communicate with
the sun, the seas with the moon, our eyes with ancient light from dead
galaxies, our skins with the cosmic background radiation. The inhabi-
tants of this planet have evolved to receive the communications of their
environment, migratory birds to sense magnetic fields, anchovies to fol-
low the ocean currents, and humans to communicate.

Among and between people, communication has taken on a special
form. Like many animals, we externalize communication in acts of nest-
building and giving and receiving food. Unlike our cousins, we have also
found complex ways of storing and retrieving communications. Storage
is the origin of economics. Giving and withholding communication, or
otherwise interrupting and redirecting the cosmic flow, is the basis on
which we humans undertake our job of making futurity. It is also a
favored way to acquire honor, divinity, a papacy, a throne, a Nobel prize,
wealth, sex, notoriety, or whatever else in any period of history has
become the name and icon of satisfaction. The tactic developed by the
ancient priesthoods and perfected in the rise of finance capital is to
become a node through which the maximum of communication passes
and to secrete a tithe of that flow for personal, familial, clan, or caste
monopoly.

The tactic is not without risk, as the fall of empires tells us. When one
nation dams a river that flows through a neighboring nation’s fields, it has
acquired the water, but also the risks associated with stockpiling in inert
lakes. Information, like water, seeks the equilibrium that only flowing can
bring. Communication is the innate motility of everything. Wealth
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demands to be spent, stories to be told. Hoarding wealth or stories, in
vaults or as secrets, creates unbearable pressure.

The fundamental premises of contemporary media theory are, of
course, contended among schools of thought, but the phenomena
demanding explanation are remarkably common. They are the process-
es of globalization and informationalization. These processes are insep-
arable: globalization is impossible to achieve without informationaliza-
tion, not only of media but of the economy, politics, marketing, and so
on, whereas informationalization demands globalization because it is
premised on the universality of information.

In the immediate consequences of informationalization, we can
count three interrelated phenomena:

1. Dimensionlessness. The collapse of distance is an effect of the
speed of communication. The exchange of temporal metaphors for spa-
tial ones (for example, cyberspace) is an indication of the increasing
prevalence of geography over history in an increasingly globalized world.
Far from competing, however, these two models indicate a movement
from spatio-temporal modernity (as it held sway between Kant and
Einstein) towards a punctual, dimensionless contemporaneity. The cur-
rent interest in the sublime, not only as a theoretical concept but as a
tendency in both high and popular media, belongs with this shift, which
may be read on the one hand as a movement intensifying the vanishing
point of perspective, and on the other as a widespread, even universal,
phenomenon. One immediate consequence is the commodification of
events, especially critical and catastrophic events, as “inexplicable,”
“unprecedented,” and severed from cause-effect chains. Commodity
news events, as pure spectacle, are dimensionless in the sense that they
are instantaneous. While the connectivity of everyone increases, the
spectacular form of the commodity ensures that we remain apart, sepa-
rated by the infinitesimal dimensions of the commodity, of which the
intensive inwardness of the cyberspace interface; the browser window,
is emblematic.

2. Collapse of Private and Public. The diminution of the public
sphere, as the privileged domain of rational discourse concerning both
culture and the public good, is often observed. The disappearance of pri-
vacy is the major theme of critics of the surveillance society. On the other
hand, however, it is possible to argue that the public sphere never exist-
ed as a freely and universally accessible zone, and that privacy was only
ever the prerogative of a small elite in the industrial Northern hemisphere,
and that only for two centuries at most. The impact of new media tech-
nologies suggests a different interface: between civil society on the one
hand and the intimate sphere of fantasy on the other—whence the high-

Tactical Media 37



ly policed boundaries of legitimacy in expressions of desire online.
Critically, both electronic and networked media are frequently not only
playback but also copying devices, a fact celebrated in P2P (peer-to-
peer) filesharing programs such as Napster and its offspring. The indica-
tions of this culture, as of the collapse of record collecting in club culture,
is that ownership is losing some of its attractions, and that in the
absence of a viable, global rental system, the very attempt to police pri-
vate property is tending towards hastening its collapse. On the other
hand, the freedom to consume without payment allies with the shrinking
dimensionality of the commodity form to remove the grounds on which
this might become, in Richard Barbrook’s (1998) phrase, the internet gift
economy, as relatively few consumers offer, in return, productions of
their own. Without reciprocity, and grounded in the irresponsibility of
consumption, what public sphere might have existed in the past has no
reality in the present.

3. Proletarianization of Consumption. The consumer economy
arose from the Keynesian response to global recession in 1929 and the
ensuing Depression. Contemporary media are characterized by their tar-
geting of niche markets and the rise of narrowcasting, and now point-
casting, the tailoring of news media for individual subscribers to digital
news services. The task of the consumer in this transition can be seen
as analogous to the work of the industrial laborer of Marx’s classic
analysis of factory work. Then, the proletarian had to learn the temporal
disciplines of machine-driven production and the task-based division of
labor. In the first wave of consumerism, the mass phase, consumers
were merely to give attention to advertising media in general. In the frag-
mented markets of contemporary informational capital, the consumer
has to be far more highly disciplined. The commodity at stake is atten-
tion-power, and the consumer is expected to understand which media
are tailored for his or her lifestyle, actual or aspirational, and to give them
specific attention. The hybridization and atomization of older class and
identity-based subjectivities encourage the erasure of historical and
geographical constituencies in favor of imaginary consumption-based
brand loyalties and lifestyle allegiances.

Given these conditions, the realization of new modes of public dis-
course must be understood as the dialectical antagonists of the univer-
salization of the commodity form. The hunger for chat rooms, the
impressive success of text-messaging, and the massive circulation of e-
mail reveals the continuing need for communication outwith the infotain-
ment industries, although the triviality of person-to-person conversation
at no point resembles the idealized salons of Habermas’ unfinished proj-
ect of modernity. At the same time, the grinding poverty and exclusion
from information (and finance capital, a specialist mode of information
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flow) of the majority of the world’s population undermine whatever com-
plaisance might otherwise pay for what losses we may have incurred.
The communicative is by nature ethical, a relation with an other. Without
it we feel less than human. In this sense tactical media are profoundly
humanist.

TACTICAL MEDIA

The term tactical media arose in the months following the fall of the Berlin
Wall, a revivification of optimism in the minor key. Whereas the grand
strategists of revolution had clearly come to a dead end, the smaller
ambitions of tactical response offered a more attractive possibility.
Already in 1970 the poet Hans Magnus Enzensberger had published a
text that would become biblical to the nascent video activist movement:
“For the first time in history the media are making possible mass partic-
ipation in a social and socialized productive process, the practical means
of which are in the hands of the masses themselves” (Enzensberger,
1988, p. 22). Already by 1972, the McLuhanite sociologist Jean
Baudrillard had responded: “It is not as vehicle for a content but in their
very form and operation that the media induce a social relationship, and
this relationship is not one of exploitation but one of abstraction, sepa-
ration, the abolition of exchange” (Baudrillard, 1972, p. 207). The prob-
lem, it seemed, lay in the term mass, and in the conception of the media
as mass media, distributive infrastructures whose scale outweighed, for
the radically defeatist Baudrillard, the possibilities of detournement. The
refusal of communication that he proposed in later writings could not
convince those activists for whom the possibilities of pirate radio, xerox
underground, indie record labels, and DIY television seemed to offer all
sorts of new hopes. This distinguished the emergent tactical media from
struggles for equal access to existing media, such as those immensely
important and to a significant extent successful campaigns waged by
women seeking to break into the male dominated worlds of film and tel-
evision. More akin to tactical media was the work of the Leeds Animation
Workshop, which not only worked as a women’s co-operative to make
feminist cartoons but in the process revivified the medium of animation
with new styles to match the new content.

Baudrillard missed the point that the media were not data, not
givens, but constructs, and that they could be reconstructed in new
forms. This, too, is characteristic of tactical media; that they are always
ready to reorient old media forms—as Spare Rib redefined the tired
world of women’s magazines, or as feminists performed a radical
detournement of traditionally sexist and violent graffiti to make it a new
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media artform—billboard alteration. At the same time, Baudrillard’s fail-
ure to conceptualize media as distributive channels was a failing of the
radical media, too, for whom the act of making was to some extent its
own reward, especially in local campaigning, when the production of a
video or a radio broadcast was a symbolic act of community building
and solidarity. Not only through ideological and discursive regulation, but
also by means of professional gatekeeping and constantly rising engi-
neering standards, the activists could be excluded successfully from
access to the major distribution outlets. The scale of audiences
remained vanishingly small by industry standards, though there were
counter-arguments to the effect that those who did engage with them
had a far richer experience than the average consumer, and that the lack
of exposure to alternative media closed off public taste for anything more
than situation comedies and Miami Vice. While radical filmmakers such
as Anand Patwardhan in Bombay or Black Audio Film Collective in
London, and radical media groups such as Western Front in Vancouver,
continued to innovate, much of the energy expended in alternative media
moved from radicalism towards art, where at least some form of revenue
stream and some form of distribution appeared possible.

One upshot of this tactical move was a growing alliance between
vanguard curators and the politicized arts; for example, in the ACT UP
Aids campaigns in New York. Drawing on 1960s traditions of radical
political engagement (Frascina, 1993), the art world’s fringes were ready
to embrace political work, especially where it was formally innovative.
Formal innovation in media production had also received a strong boost
from the influential film work of Jean-Luc Godard, for whom radical mes-
sages required radical forms if they were to escape the normative view-
ing with which worthy documentaries and liberal social realism were so
easily co-opted into the general diet of television and cinema (Comolli &
Narboni, 1977).

The arrival of the Mosaic browser in 1993 (and Netscape in 1994)
changed the landscape by offering a distribution medium. Now the
device on the desktop was not just a receiver, not just a production tool,
but also a publishing house. Earlier ftp and gopher systems had provid-
ed an infrastructure for skilled professionals. Now e-mail provided the
grounds for radical networks such as the Women’s Studies list WMST-L
(Korenman, 1999) and the web offered authoring tools that anyone could
use with an hour or two’s training, that cost nothing to download (or in
the case of imaging tools were in wide bootleg distribution), and that
could be viewed anywhere where there was another computer. For a
brief period the web was lionized as the new global public sphere. Yet
even at this pioneer stage, the web was shorn of at least some of its
capacities, notably the possibility of shared authoring (Berners-Lee,
1999). The networked documentation system originated for the CERN
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quantum physics laboratory was intended to include a facility for
coworkers to script pages together at a distance. The decision to secure
the text as a viewable but unalterable entity was the first of many com-
promises that would open the way for the invasion of the web by
transnational media corporations. Luckily, at least at first, the invasion
was laughably clumsy. The Microsoft Network and Time Life’s first forays
online were financially disastrous public relations nightmares. Like their
colleagues in the art world, all the activists online had to do was keep a
step ahead of the game. Technical expertise became a hallmark of the
online activists.

It was at this juncture that the tactical media acquired their name,
largely through the work of Geert Lovink, founder of the <nettime> dis-
cussion group, and David Garcia, founder of the Next Five Minutes fes-
tival. The sea change arose in part from the new capabilities for distribu-
tion, and in part from a crisis in arts funding, especially in Thatcherite
Britain and Reaganomic America, during the 1980s. Grant Kester notes
how this precipitated a critical rethinking of activist art:

The cultural worker and artists space models stressed the impor-
tance of autonomy for the contemporary artist and led to the creation
of a network of state-funded laboratories engaged in various forms
of cultural experimentation. This model is no longer sufficient—not
because, as conservatives argue, artists are producing blasphemous
or anti-American works, but because this very autonomy has pre-
vented artists and arts administrators from developing and adminis-
tering models of cultural production in which the needs of the public
are taken seriously. (Kester, 1998, p. 130)

While this line of thought would lead some artists towards a market-
enterprise model, for many others it offered an opportunity to re-evalu-
ate the constitution of art-making as a public activity, and in many cases
to the abandonment of art as such. For a number of online cultural
activists, for example Heath Bunting of <irational.org>, the term artist is
redundant and offensive; their work is in every sense tactical.

An elementary taxonomy of tactical media forms on the Internet will
help discussion. Certain activities can be described as negative. Such,
for example, are DoS (denial of service) attacks. A typical form is the mail
bomb. A site or sites offer software and instructions that will send mail
repeatedly to a specific server over a specified period; for example, the
Frankfurt stock exchange during an international summit. The volume of
mail is intended to reach such a pitch that the server cannot cope and is
forced to shut down. This particular form has now passed its moment in
the sun; by the time of the Seattle WTO meeting, the WTO, IMF, and
World Bank sites were all already proofed against this type of DoS strat-
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egy. A second form is the disinformation site. A major protagonist in this
area is RTMark, which has provided alternative sites for GATT and for
George W. Bush, both featuring very convincing corporate layout and
interaction, but leading the visitor into pages of well-researched but mali-
cious accounts of corruption, deceit, and, in the case of the GATT site,
the disastrous human and ecological consequences of their policies. A
third type of web activism is exemplified by the provision of freeware,
such as the alternative browser Landfill or the display-design tool Linker.
These tools are developed either, in the former case, as satirical
accounts of actual browsers, or, in the latter, to help communities devel-
op their own multimedia without the expense of industry standard tools
(and incidentally, taking a swipe at the redundant functionality of many
such programs).

Although protest and the connecting of virtual and actual worlds
have been vital forms of tactical media, most effectively in the interna-
tional network of Independent Media Centres and in the misleadingly
labeled “antiglobalization” movement, tactical media are not by any
means restricted to resistance to domination. The key to tactical media
is an understanding of their place between the strategic demand for rev-
olution and the defeatism of a subversion that always depends on the
power that it seeks to subvert. Tactical media are addressed to what is
doable now, to the effective and to the short term. A common reference
among tactical media activists is to Guattari’s conception of minor
media, media that act impermanently, marginally, for short-term goals,
and without a programmatic conception of any overarching enemy.
Neither the state nor capitalism, patriarchy nor the military-industrial
complex are fingered as the guilty party, but rather more immediate
opponents—specific companies, policies, and even sites. Such, for
example, was the case of the McDonalds Two, whose traditional “old
media” pamphleteering became tactical media when they elected to
defend themselves in court against the panoply of McDonalds’ New York
legal team, thus gaining almost two years of global media coverage for
their accusations of nefarious dietary, employment, and ecological prac-
tices in the transnational corporation. Since “winning” is not an option,
not losing becomes a goal. Tactics, as de Certeau once observed, are
the strategies of the weak.

This recognition of weakness does not, however, lead to
Baudrillardian defeatism. In his 1993 Cypherpunk Manifesto, Eric
Hughes writes:

We publish our code so that our fellow cypherpunks may practice
and play with it. Our code is free for all to use, worldwide. We don’t
much care if you don’t approve of the software we write. We know
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that software can’t be destroyed and that a widely dispersed system
can’t be shut down. (Hughes, 1993, pp. 82-83)

The particular code at issue, encryption software, has been a sticking
point for governments concerned to maintain their ability to read data
traffic. The ominous term worldwide indicates the anarchist refusal to
accept the logic of territorial (“homeland”) defense as a legitimation for
the endocolonial surveillance of citizens, and a concomitant acceptance
that the software might be used for dangerous purposes. Because gov-
ernments frequently lay claim to a monopoly of secrecy, just as they do
to the monopoly on violence, and because they are not averse to using
indiscriminate strength against both citizens and relatively innocuous
and defenseless “enemies,” Hughes and many others believe that they
are entitled to give away a similar power of secrecy. At the same time, an
international group of hackers developed an early program of distributed
computing via the Internet to crack the encryption code of PGP, one of
the most reliable privacy software packages. It seems likely that any
code can be hacked, and that the encryption Hughes released in 1993 is
not so much destroyed as redundant.

Indeed, as Robert W McChesney has pointed out:

The primary function of the non-profit sector in U.S. communication
has been to pioneer the new technologies when they were not yet
considered profitable. . . . Once the technologies proved profitable,
however, they were turned over to private interests with negligible
compensations. (McChesney, 1996, p. 8)

Deregulation in the Federal Communications Commission has certainly
been instrumental in donating large areas of public communications
capability to corporate interests for peppercorns, yet it is not entirely true
that the Internet has been utterly lost to radical political usage. Certain
areas of work, even some with extremely large populations, like the
development of Linux, can nonetheless appear as geek enclaves in com-
parison with the online malls of AOL and MSN. On the other hand, tacti-
cal media still provide major resources for alternative social movements.
The best known of these, the Zapatista Interneta,

articulated a vision for humanity that resonated with individuals
across lines of class, race, religion, gender, nationality and myriad
other aspects of social, economic and political difference. . . . Thus,
the Zapatistas offered both theoretical and empirical models of alter-
native communication and political participation. (Ford & Gil, 2001, p.
228)
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At the same time, however, it must be admitted that the bulk of Zapatista
sites appear to be run by sympathizers from the United States rather
than by the EZLN themselves, and that the vast majority are conducted
in English. Likewise, there are as many copies of Commandante Marcos’
communiques online as there are copies of the UNAbomber manifesto,
suggesting that the radical right are as likely to be active online as the
progressive social justice movements of tactical media (see Whine,
2000). Tactical media therefore face a three-sided field: themselves, the
corporate take-over of the network, and the extreme right.

No medium, no technique, no form is intrinsically radical.
Eisenstein’s montage feeds into Riefenstahl’s totalitarian aesthetic; sur-
realist rapture becomes advertising vernacular. Race hatred is as likely to
flourish online as green politics and sisterhood. In a certain sense, tacti-
cal media appear to have bound their own hands in refusing the hand of
censorship. As the Hacktivismo Declaration announces, it is common
culture among hacktivists

*THAT STATE-SPONSORED CENSORSHIP OF THE INTERNET IS A
SERIOUS FORM OF ORGANIZED AND SYSTEMATIC VIOLENCE
AGAINST CITIZENS, IS INTENDED TO GENERATE CONFUSION
AND XENOPHOBIA, AND IS A REPREHENSIBLE VIOLATION OF
TRUST.

*THAT WE WILL STUDY WAYS AND MEANS OF CIRCUMVENTING
STATE SPONSORED CENSORSHIP OF THE INTERNET AND WILL
IMPLEMENT TECHNOLOGIES TO CHALLENGE INFORMATION
RIGHTS VIOLATIONS.

Issued July 4, 2001 by Hacktivismo and the CULT OF THE DEAD COW.

At the same time, the online community has sanctions of its own. Even
before the web, for example, an announcement of cheap housing in the
London evening paper gave out the number of the fascist National
Front’s proposed new headquarters in the East End, resulting in a deluge
of angry calls and an early example of DoS. Hacking into and defacing
race-hate sites is a common and highly regarded pursuit.

Yet even defacing can be assimilated into the mainstream, as when
the British Tate Gallery invited Mongrel, an antiracist multimedia group,
to provide the splash page for their revamped site in 1999. In a 2002
posting on <nettime>, Geert Lovink and Florian Schneider celebrate tac-
tical media’s liberation of media space, but note their failure to instigate
social movements. “Nerd” is for them not a term of abuse but a socio-
logical description of “the digital working class,” whose productivity will
be key to the next phase of development in the movement from radical
to tactical media:
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We have to develop ways of reading the raw data of the movements
and struggles and ways to make their experimental knowledge legi-
ble; to encode and decode the algorithms of its singularity, noncon-
formity and non-confoundability; to invent, refresh and update the
narratives and images of a truly global connectivity; to open the
source code of all the circulating knowledge and install a virtual
world. (Lovink & Schneider, 2002)

The distinctions between real, actual, and virtual would in this case
appear to be melting, and the utopian potentialities of the virtual seen as
both a dissection of the code governing cyberspace (see Lessig, 1999)
and the Baudrillardian self-replicating code of the postsocial. In the cur-
rent situation, in which information and finance capital are effectively
indistinguishable as dataflow, and the commodity form therefore at once
sublimated and condensed into infinitesimal spaces, the virtual is now
the central seat of real power, performative in Judith Butler’s sense of the
word—as a judge pronouncing sentence “performs” a material alteration
in the reality of the accused. Lovink and Schneider’s claim is then not for
an entirely dematerialized political practice; quite the opposite in fact: “a
rigorous synthesis of social movements with technology.” The Internet is,
in this sense, not a medium, not a channel that can simply be filled with
another content, as Baudrillard argued of video 30 years ago. What
Baudrillard failed to understand was the emergent activist mentality of
the radical artist-engineer ready to rebuild the medium from the ground
up in order to make it work otherwise, and to do so again and again
every time the corporate or the far right manages to catch up. After all, if
the radical social movements of the 21st century were less inventive, the
net.artists less entertaining and the autonomous engineers less creative
than their corporate counterparts, it would scarcely be worth fighting for
an alternative future.
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