
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Kosmoikos: The search for location in a networked age

Tuters, M.D.

Publication date
2015
Document Version
Final published version

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Tuters, M. D. (2015). Kosmoikos: The search for location in a networked age. [Thesis,
externally prepared, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/kosmoikos-the-search-for-location-in-a-networked-age(d28c12c3-f17e-4b23-8a42-37b16701f1d8).html


30 

CHAPTER 2: ENVIRONMENTALITY 
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2.1 Introduction: Networked Space 

 

[T]he artist seeks the fiction that reality will sooner or later imitate (Smithson 1996, 
91). 

 
The architectural species has survived by ignoring a century of intense discourse 
about networks  (Wigley 2002, 114). 
 
 

The 2008 Venice Architecture Biennale featured a peculiar installation comprising an 

open surface on which were arranged several naked bodies. Its designer, the Swiss architect 

Philippe Rahm, claimed that “following the arrival of new technologies such as mobile 

phones and the internet” (Stalder and Raum 2010, 88) the “design of the atmosphere is now 

the domain of architecture” (ibid, 89). Claiming to incorporate everything from the scale of 

the body’s metabolism to the meteorological environment inside of architecture, Rahm’s 

installation proposed to use the movement of air to replace the traditional role of walls in 

creating an enclosed space (Raum 2008). While the piece was presented in the context of 

contemporary climatic matters of concern, the idea of architecture as a form of environmental 

design was in fact a particularly pronounced preoccupation of architects and urbanists in the 

late ’60s, a period in time when, it has been remarked, “the legibility of the city appeared 

near a threshold of oblivion [… as] a function of networks and forces surpassing it” (Crary 

1986, 159), and when the ambitious visions of certain outsiders were seen at once to 

represent both a trenchant critique of the architectural discipline, and its future in terms of 

“environmental management” (Banham 1969, 268). In this same period, the Florentine avant-

garde architecture collective Superstudio produced a series of images in which they depicted 

the future of architecture in terms of a featureless rectilinear grid imposed over the landscape, 

capable of supporting the conditions of life anywhere at any time, regardless of the actual 
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physical conditions on the ground (Natalini et al 1972). These images evoke an imaginary 

infrastructure, of sublime proportions, capable of providing all manner of services from 

sustenance to shelter as the by-product of a new kind of technologically mediated 

environment that is both local and global. Extending unaltered across both human and natural 

landscapes, from the perspective of this alien reality, everything appears more-or-less 

identical as one vast and endless interior, with the substance of local place seeming to have 

dematerialized into a network, represented in architectural form as “spread[ing] its glacially 

translucent grid structures throughout entire regions of the planet enveloping buildings and 

entire cities, creating a monument to end all monuments” (Lang et al 2003, 13). 

 

In their proposals for a visionary architecture that could never be built, Superstudio 

sought to address the transformative impact of global economic and technological forces on 

architecture’s traditional conception of place, which they described as “the world rendered 

uniform by technology, culture, and all the other inevitable forms of imperialism” 

(Superstudio 1973, 54). While their work emerged out of a milieu of left-wing student 

radicalism in Italy, Superstudio were also critiqued at the time for their apparently naïve 

embrace of the networked communications technologies that were beginning to emerge in 

this period (Scott 2007, 48). If early modernism imagined its project in terms of a “total 

architecture” (Gropius 1962) concerned with ameliorating the conditions of human existence 

through continually updating its program in keeping with the latest technological innovations, 

then Superstudio’s work appeared as both a tribute to modernism’s early utopian ambitions as 

well as an implicit, if satirical condemnation of what modernism had become, a paradox 

which they referred to as “negative utopia” (Lang et al 2003, 69). Andrea Branzi, a colleague 

of theirs in the Florentine architectural avant-garde, interpreted the new flexible post-

industrial system of production and consumption emerging from Italy at the time—to which I 
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will return to later in this chapter—as in fact announcing the arrival of a sort of new 

metaphysical reality in which, as he put it, “no reality exists any longer outside of the 

system” (2000, 59), an image that he and his colleagues represented by placing architectural 

maquettes inside of mirrored boxes so that the same identical space appeared to recede into 

infinity, or else simply by typing out the character “x” to form a grid across a single sheet of 

paper (Branzi et al. 1970).  

 

Evoking the regularity of the grid in line with an established critique of modern 

spatial control systems (Jacobs 1961; Foucault 1995; J. Scott 1999), these images have also 

been interpreted as in fact signifying a new concept in the architectural program from its 

former modernist definition, concerned with “the description of the spatial dimensions, 

spatial relationships, and other physical conditions” (Summerson 1957, 309), towards a more 

probabilistic concept of space “not as a physical entity but as programming” (Varnelis 2003, 

n.p.). Totally indifferent to topography, this latter conception of space seems to reduce the 

solidity of the built environment to “a pure state of near nothingness” (Lang 2003, 47), in 

what may be understood as a visual representation of the dematerializing tendencies of 

capitalism—as expressed in the shibboleth “[a]ll that is solid melts into air” (Marx and 

Engels 1948, 12). Indeed, the images produced by the Florentine architectural avant-garde in 

the late ’60s and early ’70s have been interpreted as attempted visual representation of the 

ineffable and ultimate triumph of “second nature” in which “globalization has spread the 

market’s reach to the furthest ends of the Earth” (Varnelis 2006, 89), leading in turn to “the 

disappearance of any exterior to capital and with it the elimination of any place from which 

to critique or observe capital” (Varnelis 2008, 148). According to this postmodernist line of 

argumentation, these images stand as iconic representations of changes only then just 

beginning to take place—changes in what McLuhan would refer to as the “media 
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environment”—and which would come to be periodized to this historical moment and 

interpreted as signifying the dawn of the contemporary networked age (Harvey 1989, 141-

172; Hardt and Negri 2000, 237-239). Thus, from the perspective introduced in Chapter 1, of 

the detective attempting to trace the disappearance of place, we can construct a preliminary 

hypothesis pinning the crime on post-industrial capitalism, which arguably inaugurated a new 

epistemological field. While some “informants” identify the network age with the paradoxical 

return of a new type of location, as we will now go on to see through a very brief discussion 

of the emergence of GPS and the geolocative paradigm in media technology, the concept of 

mediatized location can be associated with innovations in global governance that arguably 

reached a new apex at the dawn of the twenty first century, but which may also be seen as 

extending back hundreds of years prior.  
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2.2 Geo-epistemology 

 

All space is already occupied by the enemy, which has even reshaped its elementary 
laws, its geometry, to its own purposes (Kotányi and Vaneigem 1961) 
 
 
In the popular literature that accompanied the Internet boom of the ’90s, networks 

were figured metaphysically as a kind of immaterial force transcending the traditional 

concerns of nation states—“Governments of the Industrial World, you weary giants of flesh 

and steel […] You have no sovereignty where we gather” (Barlow 2001, 28)—and 

contributing to the ascendency of a new kind of soft power, in which “the principles 

governing the world of the soft—the world of intangibles, of media, of software, and of 

services—will soon command the world of the hard—the world of reality, of atoms, of 

objects, of steel and oil” (Kelly 1999, 2). In framing networks in terms reminiscent of 

philosophical idealism, these “techno-utopian visions” as they have been called (Turner 2006, 

208), reiterated an antinomian premise of the ’60s counterculture, that “the system of 

territorial government was broken and needed to be replaced” (Goldsmith and Wu 2006, 10). 

They did so based on an argument that technical aspects of the Internet’s design, specifically 

its decentralized routing system, meant that “the Internet cannot be controlled” (Negroponte 

1996, 234), since it “interprets censorship as damage and routes around it” (John Gilmore; 

quoted in Elmer-Dewitt et al 1993, 62). By the end of the next decade however, technological 

innovations had rendered the geographical identification of Internet users relatively trivial, so 

that the features of the very architecture that had been envisioned as supposedly defying 

territorial governance, paradoxically became the basis of a proverbial return of geography.3 

                                                
3 While a computer’s IP address revealed little of a user’s location, by tracing the 

trajectory of a data packet, it had become possible to narrow in with increasing accuracy on 
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Indeed, whether announcing the end of geography or its return, innovations in network 

technology seem inevitably enmeshed with fantasies of governance and vice versa. While a 

technologically-enabled locational turn has been periodized to the turn of the millennium—in 

relation to a French court’s precedent-setting ruling against a major Silicon Valley web portal 

based on evidence of the technical feasibility to identify Internet users’ geographic locations 

(Goldsmith and Wu 2006, 1-10)—an equally significant simultaneous turning point came as 

the result of a US presidential executive order, which overnight improved the quality of the 

Global Positioning System signals on civilian receivers, leading, in short order, to the 

development of a popular geo-referenced treasure hunt game (Jennings 2012, 188), the 

emergence of “myriad forms of locative media projects” (Zeffiro 2012, 256-258), and over 

the course of the decade, as the technology became standardized into consumer devices, to 

the emergence of an entirely new paradigm so that it may now be claimed that “geography 

becomes the organizational logic of the web” (Gordon and de Souza e Silva 2011, 3, 

emphasis mine). In addition to affording a new type of personalized spatial experience 

extending from the scale of the individual to the globe, the Global Positioning System can, 

however, also be understood as being tied into spatial transformations at the scale of 

international relations amongst sovereign states. In considering the impact of networks on the 

concept of location, it is therefore worth briefly looking at the emergence of the Global 

Positioning System—along with a suite of related global mapping standards—in relation to 

socio-political developments concerning aspects of global governance in the post-War era.  

 

The Global Positioning System (GPS) can be understood as part of a matrix of 

innovations in mapping technologies including the International Map of the World (IMW), a 

                                                                                                                                                  
those nodes closest to a given computer. By cross-referencing these results across multiple 
databases, near perfect geographical location could thus be determined at the country level. 
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cartographic project to create a uniform and detailed atlas of the world, and the Universal 

Transverse Mercator (UTM) system, a geodetic grid-based alternative to the spherical 

longitude and latitude system—the mathematics of which gives every point on Earth a 

calculable Cartesian coordinate point—which together contributed to an epochal 

transformation in the conception of territory in the post-war period. While the mapping of 

territory has historically been the domain of cartographers in the employ of sovereign states, 

each using their own datum through a method of surveying the land from terrestrial 

waypoints, it has been noted that “GPS satellites give a physical manifestation to a 

mathematical model of the earth” without political or geographic discontinuities, and in 

relation to which “[t]he actual, physical earth could disappear completely, and the 

coordinates would not change” (Rankin 2011, 444). The historian and geographer Bill 

Rankin presents a genealogical account of the development of GPS and associated 

technological mapping innovations as realizations of the long-standing dream of cartography, 

to create a single commonly recognized globe-spanning coordinate system (ibid, 443), which 

helped to stabilize nation state boundaries, while at the same time, paradoxically, making 

them much easier to ignore in the coordination and deployment of military intervention (ibid, 

7). While the GPS system was initially deployed in ’73—a date symbolically associated with 

the dawn of the post-industrial era (Harvey 1989, 173)—it was not until ’91 that public 

attention was drawn to the technology and its decisive role in a new kind of warfare, with the 

system’s technical director describing the U.S. invasion of Iraq as a “boutique war to 

demonstrate the effectiveness of GPS” (Parkinson 1996, 27), a war that military strategists at 

the time described as representing space as a topological network of “targets and nontargets 

[with] no need to occupy enemy territory” (Lambeth 1992, 78).4 In spite of both the poor 

                                                
4 Echoing the Situationist pronouncement that “[a]ll space is already occupied by the 
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historical track record of remote sensing as the basis for military intervention, stretching back 

to the discredited “electronic battlefield” strategy of the war in Vietnam (Cockburn 2015, 17-

31); as well as official governmental assessments subsequent to the first war in Iraq that 

questioned the efficacy of new GPS-guided precision techniques (GAO and Hinton 1997); 

the illusion of access to a privileged perspective—to a “monopoly of knowledge” (Innis 

1986, 22)—afforded by this superior technology nevertheless formed part of the basis of 

what would become colloquially known as a “revolution in military affairs” (Rumsfeld 2002) 

that radically re-conceptualized the field of battle on the model of a network (Alberts, 

Garstka, and Stein 2000) in which population, as opposed to territory, was the target.  

 

If mapping had formerly been conceptualized primarily in terms of authoritative 

representations, with the emergence of GPS it is said to have mutated into a kind of set of 

“infrastructural tools […] installed as part of the landscape” (Rankin 2011, iii), 

“transform[ing] spatial location into a commodity available in much the same way as 

electricity or water—on demand, at the place of consumption” (ibid, 4). Rankin thus 

considers transformations in mapping practice in the twentieth century as forming the basis 

for a technologically-enabled geo-epistemology that conceptualizes territory and location as a 

kind of universally available service, concerned more with questions of reliability than 

veracity, a way of knowing place that assigns everything on the Earth a discrete location 

through a matrix of international mapping standards, and military and consumer technologies. 

Rankin claims that “the central political fact about GPS is that it substitutes a locally 

available grid of geographic coordinates for other kinds of local knowledge and encourages 

                                                                                                                                                  
enemy” (Kotanyi and Vaneigem 1961)—a precursor to the aforementioned Florentine 
architectural avant-garde, to whom I will return in Chapter 3’s discussion of positionality—
this observation seems a literal endorsement of their claim to being avant-garde, in the 
original military sense of the term. 
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intervention without local commitment” (ibid, 456), a variation of the substantivist claim that 

“[t]echnique has become autonomous; it has fashioned an omnivorous world which obeys its 

own laws and which has renounced all tradition” (Ellul 1964, 14). Although Rankin’s 

account is concerned with cartographic innovations, his concept of geo-epistemology can be 

understood more generally in relation to the aforementioned proverbial return of geography 

as a decisive factor in Internet governance, from which perspective GPS-enabled geo-

location may be thought to exist on a broader continuum of what have been referred to as 

technologies for “addressing the world” (Thrift 2004, 178). As economic sociologists have 

noted, such address technologies can be understood in the context of a genealogy of how the 

market form of governance has had transformative effects on the concept of locality, so that 

GPS appears as merely the most literal example in a historical narrative concerning the 

“changing geopolitics of calculative powers” (Callon 2005, 1238)—globalization on demand. 

While Rankin demonstrates the importance of understanding the transformation of territory in 

the twentieth century in relation to innovations in techniques of governance, what I 

introduced in Chapter 1 as the concept of mediatized location requires an alternative 

approach that looks beyond geography and prior to the twentieth century in order to rethink 

the concept of location through a probabilistic conceptual framework that we can term 

environmentality.  
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2.3 Environmentality 

 

[W]hat government has to do with is not territory but rather a sort of complex 
composed of men and things (Foucault 1991, 93). 
 
 
Having briefly introduced the complex imbroglio of technology and governance in 

which the locational turn finds itself enmeshed, let us now look at the later work of Michel 

Foucault with the objective of tracing some elements in a genealogy of this contemporary 

phenomenon. In a series of lectures originally given in the late ’70s but not translated and 

published in their entirety until the late ’00s, Michel Foucault (2008) developed an account of 

the gradual emergence of a liberal art of government, extending from antiquity through the 

early modern period of European history right up to contemporary neoliberal economistic 

conceptions of social relations in terms of market mechanisms.5 In contrast to a conventional 

conception of liberalism as the activity of an institution concerned with ideas of individual 

and market freedom, in these lectures Foucault focused on the way this mode of government 

had historically become thinkable and practicable, hence the notion of an “art”. As discussed 

earlier, Foucault would refer to the genealogical approach that he developed in this period of 

his career in terms of a “history of the present” (1995, 31), whose tactical objective was the 

problematization of unjustified institutional claims of authority through tracing their descent 

from relatively contingent circumstances, or what he referred to as “the faulty calculations 

that give birth to those things that continue to exist and have value for us” (1984, 81).  

 

                                                
5 Foucault’s final lectures in this particular series focused on neoliberalism at a time 

when these economic policies were beginning to emerge onto the international stage after a 
long period of relative obscurity—originally initiated by ruling liberal governments to 
address the global economic instability of the ’70s and subsequently championed by 
conservative politicians (Jones 2014, 241-253). 
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While Foucault develops many ideas across a large swath of time in these lectures, of 

particular significance for present purposes is his account of the development of the ideas of 

liberal political philosophers in the eighteenth century, notably Adam Smith’s claim that the 

market is “led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention” 

(Smith 1981, 456), which, it has been observed, Foucault understands as an injunction “not to 

impede the course of things, but to ensure the play of natural and necessary modes of 

regulation” (Gordon 1991, 17); a recognition of the market form of governance as a quasi-

natural domain with its own form of self-regulation standing above and beyond the power of 

politicians—that certain scholars actually interpret as a tacit endorsement on Foucault’s part 

(Mirowski 2013, 93-106). What Foucault refers to as “[t]he process which isolates the 

economy as a specific sector of reality” (1991, 102) thus constitutes a historical innovation in 

governance, in which a networked concept of place—economy shares the linguistic root of 

oikos, meaning habitat, with the environmental science of ecology—mediates between the 

parochial and global scales, the latter made newly accessible as a consequence of trade. 

 

While it is a contemporary truism that the economy constitutes a kind of hidden force 

through which all social action can ultimately be understood (Levitt and Dubner 2005), 

Foucault’s genealogy can be viewed as tracing how this particular idea was gradually 

constructed over the course of time—as opposed to simply being discovered. This is not to 

debunk the veracity of the principles that economists claim to be at work in their analyses, 

merely to say that they are the product of historical circumstances, as well as ongoing 

intellectual labour without which they would no longer function.6 Foucault’s genealogical 

approach seeks to trace apparently incontestable truths back to various historical moments in 

                                                
6 Some of the metaphysical consequences of this mode of reasoning, which can be 

called epistemic relativism, will be explored in Chapter 4; as expressed for example in Bruno 
Latour’s assertion that before Louis Pasteur, microbes did not exist (1999, 145). 
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order to show how those things which may appear inevitable today might be understood to 

have emerged out of particular historical contexts in which they may have held quite different 

meanings, and how, in certain instances, contemporary norms can also be understood to have 

emerged from surprisingly minor, even accidental circumstances. While Foucault’s 

genealogy of liberalism spans centuries and disciplines, a central theme concerns the birth or 

invention of the political economy as a kind of state of nature and its related effects on the 

composition of society and the conduct of behaviour, an approach that places central 

importance on the role of technical devices in formatting new realities, and most especially 

new forms of subjectivity. While these forms of subjectivity develop over time, so that the 

ideal subject of contemporary neoliberalism is not necessarily the same as the rational self 

calculating homo œconomicus of classical liberalism, Foucault’s account emphasizes a 

continuous relationship in which calculative devices can be understood as attuning and 

aligning people’s conduct with the needs of the economy in an increasingly predictable 

manner. Referencing the work of American economist Gary Becker, Foucault explores the 

idea that under American neoliberal economic theory, the object of economic analysis 

ultimately became “any conduct which is sensitive to modifications in the variables of the 

environment and which responds to this in a non-random way,” in other words, that “[h]omo 

œconomicus is someone who accepts reality” (Foucault 2008, 269), and “the person who 

accepts reality or who responds systematically to modifications in the variables of the 

environment, appears precisely as someone manageable […] someone who is eminently 

governable” (ibid, 270).7  

 

                                                
7 Although initially a quite diverse school of thought that emerged in part as a critique 

of unrestrained laissez-faire capitalism, under the American variant that gradually became 
hegemonic, neoliberalism has today become equated with Becker’s theory that all entities, 
from people to governments, across all circumstances and in all societies can be understood 
as resources maximizing instances of homo œconomicus (Patel 2009, 27). 
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Of particular significance with regards to the search for place in a networked age is 

Foucault’s discussion of the spatial metaphor of the milieu (Foucault 2009, 35-38) as a means 

by which to conceptualize the effect of the new economic freedom of circulation on 

traditional conceptions of space, in particular the urban space of the old European city 

(Terranova 2009, 240). In recounting a narrative of how eighteenth century French economic 

theory envisaged governance on the model of a wall-less city whose medieval defensive 

barriers had to be suppressed in order to encourage trade (Foucault 2009, 33), Foucault 

develops his concept of milieu as a material means for connecting together discrete realities, 

“what is needed to account for action at a distance of one body on another. It is therefore the 

medium of an action and the element in which it circulates” (ibid, 36)—what we might 

otherwise call networked space, or mediatized location. Through his genealogical approach, 

Foucault can be understood to have put forth the claim that, in the absence of any explicit 

strategy and in a completely diffuse manner, “tiny, everyday, physical mechanisms […] of 

micro-power” (Foucault 1995, 222) could accrete over time in order to form milieus capable 

of producing forms of subjectivity. Following this approach, Foucault treats the modern State 

as the product of various distributed milieus as opposed to the autochthonous source of 

governmental power, milieus which often operate in relative ignorance of each other but 

whose collective purpose nevertheless converges on the idea of normalizing the regularity of 

events that maintain the health of the population. Under a regime of governance that Foucault 

referred to in terms of “disciplinary power” (ibid, 153)—which he contrasted to the old 

monarchical law of the sovereign (ibid, 130)—the most effective means by which to secure 

such regularity of events was through the internalization of norms for which Foucault 

famously considered the architectural plans for the panoptic prison as a representation of a 

novel late eighteenth century “mechanism of power reduced to its ideal form” (ibid, 205). 

Designed by the utilitarian philosopher and social reformer Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), 
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the panopticon was intended to make surveillance visible yet unverifiable so that each 

individual prisoner would never know for sure whether or not they were under observation. 

In Foucault’s analysis then, the panopticon induced a sense of permanent visibility which in 

turn functioned as a kind “coercive link” (ibid, 153) connecting the body of the prisoner into 

its milieu, hence the dictum that “[v]isibility is a trap” (ibid, 200). While the panopticon was 

designed as a model for a physical space of confinement and reformation for criminals, its 

real significance for Foucault was in terms of how it functioned to inculcate a sense of self-

monitoring in its occupants by which they would ideally come to internalize the norms of the 

institution. As such, the panopticon can be understood as a major innovation in governance—

although Foucault was not using that concept at the time of writing this particular 

genealogy—in that it is positive, as opposed to preventative, and insofar as it operates in a 

decentralized manner, with the effect of making it more difficult to find an exterior position 

from which to resist.  

 

Applied to the contemporary context, Foucault’s concept of governmentality—

notably defined as the “conduct of conduct” (Gordon 1991, 2)—has enabled media theorists 

to critique the much lauded participatory aspects of new media in terms of a history of 

innovations in “liberal government and techniques of the self” (Burchell 1996), with 

Foucault’s lectures on the topic having attained a kind of visionary status amongst social 

theorists (Venn and Terranova 2009). One of the rare moment in his body of scholarship to 

address the contemporary period, in his governmentality lectures Foucault even speculated on 

the future, discussing the emergence of a new “theme-program of a society,” in which 

contemporary innovations in governance—which he associated with “new techniques of 

environmental technology”—are “brought to bear on the rules of the game rather than on the 

players” (2008, 259–60). Foucault described this new environmental governance program as 
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“not a supermarket society, but an enterprise society” (ibid, 147), one “that is not orientated 

towards the commodity and the uniformity of the commodity, but towards the multiplicity 

and differentiation of enterprises” (ibid, 149)8—in which, in the words of one subsequent 

governmentality theorist, “[o]ne is always in continuous training, lifelong learning, perpetual 

assessment, continual incitement to buy, to improve oneself, constant monitoring of health 

and never-ending risk management” (Rose 2004, 234). Foucault’s interpretive analytics have 

also been adapted within new media theory to discuss how automated, automatic, and 

autonomous computational systems in the built environment often function without our 

knowledge to actively monitor and reconfigure actions (Kitchin and Dodge 2011, 85) to 

deduce meaning by identifying correlations between data as well as to categorize knowledge 

in the general absence of human intervention —as for example in the case of the Google 

search algorithm—a concept that has been referred to as algorithmic governmentality 

(Rouvroy 2013, n.p.) or “a new diagram of control” (Rose 2004, 234).  

 

Since it took decades for the majority of Foucault’s thinking on governmentality to be 

transcribed, translated and published into English, within Anglo-American media theory the 

governmentality critique is often associated with the concept of control in reference to an 

extremely short text by Gilles Deleuze written as a postscript to his monograph on Foucault 

(1992). On evidence of citation (Thrift and French 2002; Andrejevic 2003; Crandall 2005; 

Galloway 2004; Best 2010; Leach 1999; Martin 2010), what these theorists seem to find 

particularly useful in Deleuze’s brief text, is his evocative use of spatial imagery in order to 

periodize the emergence of a new “numerical language of control” (1992, 5), with one going 

so far as to suggest that the text might in fact represent “Deleuze’s most lasting legacy” 

                                                
8 Is would seem that Foucault intended this formulation as a direct critique on Guy 

Debord’s society of the spectacle thesis (1995), discussed in Chapter 3. 
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(Galloway 2012, 513), as it supposedly forms the basis of an understanding of 

communications networks as the iconic “medium of contemporary power” (Galloway 2004, 

5) “for achieving voluntary regulation within a contingent environment” (ibid, 7). In contrast 

to “the organization of vast spaces of enclosure” associated with “the analogical model” 

(Deleuze 1992, 1) of Foucault’s panoptic milieu, Deleuze describes the emergence of a new 

algorithmic conception of space with the image of a serpent tunnelling through space “like a 

self-deforming cast that will continuously change from one moment to the other” (ibid, 4). 9 

In a classically substantivist move, Deleuze thus paints an evocative picture of the 

dematerializing effects of media on the former integrity of analog reality, in which “what 

counts is not the barrier but the computer that tracks each person’s position—and effects a 

universal modulation” (ibid, 7). Not only does this network digital logic of governance 

permeate and redefine space, but as Deleuze famously contends, “[i]ndividuals have become 

‘dividuals’” (ibid, 5). While Deleuze does not reference, and was perhaps even unaware of, 

Foucault’s much earlier speculations on the emergence of a new “theme-program” of 

governance that he had associated with the emergence of “environmental technology” (2008, 

259–60), they nevertheless outline similarly probabilistic visions of an environmental type of 

governance, laying the conceptual foundations for an environmentality critique upon which 

new media theorists have begun to build analyses of how governance may be thought to 

operate in the new milieus of geolocative media and urban ubiquitous computation 

(Barreneche 2012; Gabrys 2014).  

 

  

                                                
9 While Foucault also used the term “control”, he did so paradoxically in relation to a 

historical epoch immediately preceding the disciplinary society (1995, 198). 
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2.4 Through Glass, Darkly 

 

For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face […] shall I know even 
as also I am known (St. Paul, Corinthians 13:12).  
 
 

In his book The Circle (2013), the American novelist Dave Eggers writes about a 

fictional Silicon Valley corporation whose products and work environment blur distinctions 

between work and leisure, public and private, and who transform the human condition by 

quantifying, calculating and exposing every aspect of what was once personal, thereby 

eliminating any distinction between what is inside and what is outside. A pivotal moment in 

The Circle occurs at a kind of public show trial where the novel’s protagonist, Mae Holland, 

is reprimanded for not “sharing” enough—the social media economy of The Circle’s titular 

company being based on users’ willingness to voluntarily publicize their every action. After 

confessing her sins before an audience of her fellow employees where she articulates the 

rectitude of sharing—“Knowledge is a basic human right. Equal access to all possible human 

experiences is a basic human right […] If you care about your fellow human beings [… y]ou 

share what you have and what you see and what you know” (ibid, 301)—Mae agrees to wear 

a camera at all times and to ingest sensors inside her body in order that all aspects of her 

social life may be captured, thereby turning her into a model employee as well as a public 

celebrity. Insofar as the technology at the centre of Eggers’s book strives to make every place 

and every human action visible, it evokes Foucault’s panoptic milieu, which entraps everyone 

who participates in it. In contrast to the latter however, in The Circle, Mae’s actions need not 

conform to any restrictive norms of conduct outside of the company’s one essential tenet that 
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“ALL THAT HAPPENS MUST BE KNOWN” (ibid, 68, emphasis original).10 What is 

important is not the content of Mae’s life, but simply the fact that it be lived in public and 

that it be a medium for the circulation of information, making her into an aspirational 

representation of the ideal of “going transparent” (ibid, 194). While Eggers’s book amusingly 

satirizes the scope and ambition of Silicon Valley visionaries, one need not however turn to 

fiction in order to hyperbolize the ambitions of Silicon Valley. 

 

In 2012, Google released a “teaser” video for a new wearable interface technology 

simply called Glass (Google Project Glass 2012). The video does not in fact show the device 

itself, rather it portrays the point of view of a wearer of a head-mounted display in which a 

tiny screen is mounted into a pair of glasses, in order to convey the impression of what it 

might be like to have personalized data overlaid onto one’s field of vision. In addition to 

featuring the expected smartphone style features, at one point in the video a weather report 

icon appears in the field of view when looking towards the sky, the device seeming to have 

magically recognized the wearer’s informational needs without having had to request them. 

Released nearly a year later, the subsequent official promotional video (Google Project Glass 

2013) emphasizes the “hands free” experience of the device, with video of roller coaster 

rides, skiing, skydiving and other aspects of “extreme” Californian lifestyle. There is a 

noticeable shift in marketing strategy between the two videos, with the latter seeming to 

downplay what was possibly perceived as the invasiveness of the technology depicted in the 

former, as well as a shift in emphasis towards an idea of “immediate experience.” After 

                                                
10 Although Eggers’s novel relies to a large extent on the surreptitious visual 

metaphors of the surveillance model, in media theory literature a (non-exclusive) distinction 
is made between the former and the so-called “capture model,” in which “human activities 
become intertwined with the mechanisms of computerized tracking” (Agre 2003, 743) and 
governmentality comes to assimilate certain formal linguistic aspects of computational 
grammars. 
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showing the latter video as part of a presentation at the lionized TED (Technology, 

Entertainment, Design) conference that year, Google co-founder Sergey Brin said of Glass 

that it had allowed him to “explore the world more” and to “do more crazy things like in the 

video,” presenting Glass’s interface in terms of “what you're meant to do with your body,” as 

well as seeming to imply a gendering of the technology (Brin 2013, n.p.).11 With a small 

screen just above the field of view built into a head-mounted display, Glass featured a 

number of sensors including GPS and transmitted audio directly through the skull, which 

Brin himself described as being “a little bit freaky at first, but you get used to it” (ibid).  

 

The perceived invasiveness of Glass contributed to an atmosphere of controversy 

surrounding its release, framed in relation to concerns around privacy (Keen 2013). It might 

however be argued that most users of Google products understand their business model, and 

voluntarily give up a degree of privacy in exchange for free services that underwrite their 

digital lifestyles, a perspective that we could refer to as privacy pragmatism. This position 

has influential allies amongst Silicon Valley technology journalists (Jarvis 2011) and captains 

of industry, most notoriously Facebook’s CEO Mark Zuckerberg who advocates the view that 

privacy is an evolving norm (B. Johnson 2010). We may however question the extent to 

which the necessary conditions exist for negotiating such a free exchange, when it is 

increasingly remarked in popular discussion that Google’s ultimate ambition is not in fact to 

answer users’ questions, but rather “to tell them what they should be doing next” (Jenkins 

2010, n.p.) and “to automate the flow of information into the mind” (Carr 2014, 200). As a 

Google advertising executive has stated, the company’s ambition is to “figure out where the 

                                                
11 In his original presentation, Brin referred to the standard smartphone interface as 

“emasculating,” although his use of the phrase was subsequently edited from the video and 
redacted from its transcript on the TED site in what amounts almost to a note-perfect 
rendition of the Orwellian company in The Circle (Eggers 2013). 
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next most useful information is [and] to anticipate what people might want […] depending on 

their location, search history and other data – before they actually know it” (Sielger 2010 

n.p.; in Barreneche 2012, 339). Indeed, when introducing the technology Brin framed Glass 

as the realization of his founding vision for the company: “My vision when we started 

Google 15 years ago was that eventually you wouldn’t have to have a search query at all. 

You’d just have information come to you as you needed it” (2013, n.p.). In order to 

comprehend Brin’s vision, it will be useful to look back to the historical milieu out of which 

Glass may be understood to have emerged. In doing so, my objective is not to identify 

Glass’s precise historical point of origins, nor to document a complete family tree of its 

technological evolution. In imagining history to be “a patient and continuous development 

[…] dissolving the singular event into an ideal continuity” (1984, 88), Foucault would indeed 

reject such an approach as erroneous on methodological grounds. Consistent with the stated 

aim of Foucault’s later historiography as contributing “an element in a genealogy of the 

modem ‘soul’” (1995, 29), in what remains of this chapter I thus propose to consider Glass in 

relation to a number of seemingly unrelated historical phenomena—from historical 

innovations in marketing and in interface design, to the emergence of a certain emancipatory 

ideal of systems thinking in the ’60s counterculture—as symptomatic of the epistemological, 

if not ontological, rupture of post-industrial capitalism that Brin’s ambitious vision may be 

thought to represent. These changes require that the very concept of mediatized location as 

introduced in Chapter 1 be redefined in new terms, a challenge that each subsequent chapter 

of this dissertation takes up by developing a series of concepts related to different aspects of 

the same problematic, beginning here with a genealogy of envionmentality. 
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2.5 The Google Spirit of Capitalism 

 

The ‘Google model,’ like the ‘Toyota model’ 30 years ago, will be properly 
understood as a new mode of producing goods and services […] a model of company 
organization that […] has been gradually asserted in all the sectors or economy 
(Marazzi 2011, 55). 
 
 

From the perspective of political economy, it could be said that the eponymous 

company at the centre of The Circle derives its wealth and power from being parasitic on the 

labour of its users. If mid-twentieth century factory workers organized into unions to bargain 

for a bigger share of capital, because we find it hard to imagine the very activity that creates 

so much capital for the new media companies that dominate the post-industrial twenty-first 

century economy in terms of labour, it has likewise become difficult to imagine a collective 

relationship to this new form of capital (Kreiss et al. 2011, 250). In order to examine this 

argument, let us briefly consider the notion that a fundamental shift has taken place in the 

functioning of what Karl Marx referred to as “the capitalist mode of production” (1992, 125). 

While in the nineteenth century, economic competition occurred primarily through 

production, with the innovation of mass production and the explosion of consumer 

commodities, in the latter part of the twentieth century, profits came to rely increasingly on 

consumer demand, leading American sociologist Daniel Bell to pronounce the transformation 

of the American economy from a manufacturing-based to a service-based so-called “post-

industrial” model—a term initially proposed by the French labour theorist Alain Touraine 

(1971)—whose defining technology was the computer (Bell 2008, 22-33).  

 

While Bell argued, in 1973, that the hedonism of the ’60s counterculture had driven 

the traditional protestant ethic of mainstream American society to a point of crisis, in 
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retrospect it has been suggested that it was, in fact, the business world that “in some cases 

actually anticipated the impulses and new values associated with the counterculture” (Frank 

1997, 25-26). Also published in 1973, an article that appeared in the Journal of Advertising, 

entitled “Are Grace Slick and Tricia Nixon Cox the Same Person?” (O’Toole 1973, 32-34), 

demonstrates this point. In the article, an advertising executive argued that, while marketers 

in the past had considered the lead singer of the Jefferson Airplane and the daughter of then 

president Richard Nixon as virtually indistinct due to their similar upbringings, such class-

based generalizations would be relegated to history as, henceforth, individual self-expression 

was to be the new and ultimate measure for marketers.  

 

Indeed, at the beginning of that same year in his second inaugural address, Nixon 

(1973) had entreated “let each of us ask not just what will the government do for me, but 

what can I do for myself?”, in what seemed like a rebuttal to the utopian spirit of the famous 

inaugural address at the beginning of the previous decade (Kennedy 1961). As opposed to the 

homogenous mass markets of the industrial era, in the new post-industrial era people would 

now be encouraged to think of themselves as being unique, a cultural shift arguably reflected 

in the difference between IBM’s slogan “THINK” and Apple’s slogan “Think Different” 

(Martin 2010, 1).  

 

Drawing on Max Weber’s basic formulation concerning the cultural motivations for 

participating in “the spirit of capitalism” in spite of established moral objections (Weber 

2005, 104), the French sociologists Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello periodize a significant 

cultural shift as having emerged out of the late 60s that they characterize in terms of a logic 

of “recuperation” of what had previously been conceptualized as forms of dissent (Boltanski 

and Chiapello 2005, 326). In seeking an answer to the basic question of why so many people 
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seem to be so committed to capitalism when in reality their “prospects of profit are low” 

(ibid, 7), Boltanski and Chiapello argue that innovations in marketing that emerged from that 

period have served as a potent source of “legitimation” (ibid, 58) for what they call “the new 

spirit of capitalism”.  

 

As manufacturing employment decreased after 1973, some economic theorists have 

claimed that the rigidity of mass production gave way to an increasingly flexible production 

model identified with post-industrial innovations in northeast Italy at this period, in which the 

resilience of artisanal industries in the so-called Third Italy was distinguished from the large-

scale mass production of the Northwest, and the economically under-developed South, both 

decimated by economic crisis.12 Emerging out of this tumultuous period in Italy, the 

Autonomist school of post-Marxism would develop a theory proposing that, under post-

industrial conditions, the capitalist mode of production was shifting from the extraction of 

surplus and the exploitation of workers towards a model based on the idea of capturing 

people’s social know-how. As such, Autonomists tend to use the post-industrialization thesis 

as the basis for strong periodization claims, treating technological innovations as the effective 

embodiment of successive modes of production, according to which “[e]ach kind of society 

corresponds to a particular kind of machine” (Negri in Deleuze 1995, 175), echoing Marx’s 

claim that “[t]he hand-mill gives you society with the feudal lord; the steam-mill with the 

industrial capitalist” (1956, 122).  

 

An amalgam of Marxist and Foucauldian thought, this critique furthermore tends also 

to periodize human subjectivity as having historically been organized in accordance with 

                                                
12 While celebrated by some (Kumar 2005, 66), others have criticized these 

innovations in the so-called “post-Fordist” mode of production, as succeeding only through 
the recuperation of worker dissent (Dyer-Witheford 1999, 224; Harvey 1989, 147). 
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these different modes (Hardt and Negri 2000, 195-198). What seems to make Foucault’s 

approach appealing to Autonomists is how he formulated the double bind between machines 

and individuals in terms of biological production, and how his interpretive analytics of 

networked power—or what he sometimes called “capillary” relations of power (1995, 209)—

identified these processes as dispersed throughout the social body. Where more traditional 

Marxist critiques emphasize the centrality of computers in the ascendency of new forms of 

capitalism—in terms, for example, of their ability to maximize the global reach and 

frequency of markets (Harvey 2005, 3)—Autonomists have sought, to some extent, to re-

conceptualize the basic concept of labour at the heart of Marx’s thought, often through the 

model of networked computation, leading to the claim that: “[n]ot only have computers been 

integrated into all kinds of production but more generally communication mechanisms, 

information, knowledges, and affect are transforming traditional productive practices” (Hardt 

and Negri 2005, 115).  

 

For Autonomists then, the practice of work under post-industrial capitalism has 

undergone a fundamental transformation—what is referred to in terms of a process of 

“intellectualization” (Berardi 2009, 94)—in which networks serves as both a metaphor and a 

literal technique by which to theorize the dispersal of labour into society as a whole. Based 

on this claim, Autonomists can be understood to formulate labour as the source of a 

multitudinous new class politics, in which “class exploitation no longer functions directly 

through the exploitation of industrial labour-power, but through the imposition of command 

on this […] surplus or excess of power” (Noys 2010, 110). In contrast to the dramatic decline 

of class politics in the contemporary period, it has thus been observed that Autonomists 

“attempt to reinstate a sense of victory over the capitalist machine” (McRobbie 2011, 63).  
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Whereas Marx had conceptualized the industrial factory worker as “alienated” from 

their labour, having to exchange their own individual creativity for a subsistence minimum, 

the supposed shift from solid mass-produced objects towards immaterial services arguably 

renders the notion of the alienated labourer a less universal starting point for critique, from 

which perspective one might appreciate Foucault’s claim that, as the product of nineteenth 

century thought, “like a fish in water [Marxism] is unable to breathe anywhere else” (2005, 

285); indeed Foucault in fact argued that forms of critique targeting the “mythicized 

abstraction” (1991, 103) of the bureaucratic state as, for example, the source of alienation, 

fundamentally misunderstood the neoliberal enterprise schema that, already in 1979, he 

identified as “the program of most governments in capitalist countries” (2008, 149).  

 

Autonomism can then be understood to argue that successive changes in the dominant 

mode of production necessitate rethinking the purchase of forms of critique that are based on 

an earlier understanding of the relationship between labour and capital, to which end they 

draw on the concept of general intellect from Marx’s unfinished manuscripts known as The 

Grundrisse (1973, 690- 712)—described by one leading Autonomist in terms of “scientific 

capacity objectified within the system of machines [… which] becomes public when it joins 

together with Work” (Virno 2006, 193-194). While Marx is well known for having portrayed 

machines as “dead labour” (1992, 60) that had the effect of transforming a worker into its 

“appendage” (ibid, 481), he had a paradoxical view of machines as “gifted with the 

wonderful power of shortening and fructifying human labour” whilst at the same time 

“endowing material forces with intellectual life, and stultifying human life into a material 

force” (1856). As with the duck-rabbit illusion, an ambiguous image made famous by 

Wittgenstein that supports two exclusive yet inseparable readings depending on how you 

look at it (1986, 194), there is similarly a paradox at the heart of Autonomist-style 
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interpretations of the networked age—as for example in the contemporary media-theoretical 

evocation of “the network” as representing both “a dominant form describing the nature of 

control, as well as resistance to it” (Galloway and Thacker 2007, 4). With this ambiguity in 

mind, let us proceed now in tracing another dimension of this genealogy of environmentality 

to an idealistic tendency in Western culture that experienced a powerful resurgence in the 

Bay Area counterculture of the ’60s, and which arguably informs Sergey Brin’s vision that, 

with Google Glass, “[y]ou’d just have information come to you as you needed it” (2013, 

n.p.).  
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2.6 Cybergnosis 

 

[T]he world has long possessed in the form of a dream something of which it only has 
to become conscious in order to possess it in reality (Marx and Ruge 1844; in Buck-
Morss 1991, 281). 
 
[T]he tree of knowledge awakened man to life (Schneemelcher and Wilson 2003, 200) 
 
 

Following Foucault in presenting an account of “the present as produced by a series 

of shifts, changes [and] traces” (1984, 81), I argue that no genealogy of environmentality, no 

matter how partial, would be adequate if it did not attempt to account for the radically 

transformative power that people associate with contemporary consumer technologies—a 

cultural “shift” that has, perhaps ironically, been traced to elements of the counterculture. In 

From Counterculture to Cyberculture: Stewart Brand, the Whole Earth Network, and the 

Rise of Digital Utopianism (2006), Stanford communications historian Fred Turner develops 

an account of how the American counterculture of the late ’60s pioneered a new way of life 

that would lay the groundwork for the contemporary culture of Silicon Valley. Against 

temptation to recall “the youth movements of the 1960s as a single antinomian uprising” 

(2013a, 133), Turner’s historical narrative distinguishes the New Left movement—with its 

politics of refusal, for example, staging sit-ins to protest against the Vietnam war—from the 

hippie counterculture’s notion of social transformation through small-scale local actions, in 

which the appropriation of various consumer technologies figured prominently. As 

illustrative of this split, Turner (ibid, 134) offers an anecdote concerning Ken Kesey—whose 

pioneering countercultural exploits were documented in the Electric Kool Aid Acid Test 

(Wolfe 1968)—in which the author addressed a gathering of anti-war demonstrators at the 

University of Berkeley campus in 1965 with the words: “You know, you’re not going to stop 

this war with this rally, by marching… That’s what they do” (Wolfe 1968, 222). In what 
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countercultural historians at the time framed in terms of ideas of consciousness raising 

(Roszak 1995, 51; Reich 1972, 184-221), Turner thus argues that the counterculture 

approached politics as a primarily psychic task intended to nurture global forms of awareness 

that were thought to transcend the narrowly political.  

 

Focusing his account on the development of a series of publications and platforms 

loosely identified with the Whole Earth Catalog—described by the late Steve Jobs as “one of 

the bibles of my generation […] sort of like Google in paperback form” (2005)—Turner’s 

account is concerned with the role of this particular cultural movement in helping to identify 

networked computing with the belief that “if class was no more, then individual lifestyle 

choices became political acts” (2006, 38). Whereas computation had formerly been identified 

as a tool of militarism (ibid, 11) and with a generalized threat of automation (Turner 2008, 7-

10), Turner argues that “the editors, writers, and entrepreneurs associated with the Whole 

Earth publications completely reversed the political valence of information and information 

technologies” (2006, 249) such that computation came to be identified with liberation if not 

idealist transcendence.    

 

In a study of the cultural environment of the Bay Area, the cultural anthropologist 

Dorien Zandbergen uses the term cyber-gnosticism to refer to “a field of thought and practice 

where the ‘secular’ interest in ‘cybertechnology’ converges with the gnostic quest for 

immediate experience of ultimate reality” (2011, 4) thereby locating Silicon Valley 

innovation culture within a lineage of Western esotericism. We can understand the concept of 

gnosis here, from the Greek root for ‘knowledge’, as a revelatory form of epistemology, 

described by the second century Christian theologian Clement of Alexandria as referring to 

“the knowledge of who we were and what we became, of where we were and whereinto we 
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have been flung” (quoted in Voegelin 2000, 255). The idea that gnosis could transcend the 

material fallen world in order to create a sort of Heaven on Earth informed early mystical 

Christian heretical sects as illustrated, for example, in the interpretation of Eden—from the 

apocryphal Gospel of Philip—as a false paradise where man had been confined by a spiteful 

demiurge, and in which the Tree of Knowledge represented the revelation of divine 

knowledge as opposed to earthly temptation (Schneemelcher and Wilson 2003, 200). A 

gnostic type of metaphysics also informed the science fiction writer Philip K. Dick’s 

evocation of post-industrial San Francisco in terms of what he referred to as “The Black Iron 

Prison which enclosed everyone […] on all sides” (2011, 48), in mordant reference to Max 

Weber’s image of the “iron cage” (2005, 123), of scientific rationality that traps individuals 

into a teleological system. In contrast however, to Weber’s argument that such rationality was 

in the process of “displacing the old religious relationship” (1961, 262), Zandbergen 

describes the Bay Area communities which she studied as, in fact, perceiving technology as 

an essential tool towards enlightenment.  

 

Perhaps one of the most influential and outspoken exponents of Zandbergen’s cyber-

gnosticism might be the inventor and entrepreneur Ray Kurzweil—whom Google hired as the 

director of engineering for Glass. Building on an idea derived from cybernetics, to which I 

will return in a moment, Kurzweil claims that the human mind and computational systems 

will inevitably converge due to the exponential speed of technological innovation known as 

Moore’s law (Kurzweil 2005, 67). Named for the co-founder of the Intel corporation Gordon 

Moore, who in 1965 claimed that the relationship between the falling size of silicon chips and 

their properties develop in a non-linear exponential fashion, Moore’s Law has however been 

critiqued as less of a natural law than a production target for the computer industry, which 

has become propagated to the status of a modern myth thanks to its promotion by powerful 
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industrialists like Kurzweil (Sterne 2007, 20; Morozov 2013, 218). From its very origins 

however, experimental science was united with esotericism when in the seventeenth century, 

natural philosophers first conceptualized the objective of experimental science in terms of 

restoring epistemology to its prelapsarian state, in order to “see what Adam saw”—who, it 

was believed, could “sense all facts directly, including the earth’s orbital motion and the 

circulation of his blood” (Schaffer 2002, 503). In this spirit, the birth of the networked 

personal computer may be seen to overlap with a renaissance of esotericism in the late ’60s 

counterculture—an esotericism that, as Zandbergen notes, continues to find favour in the Bay 

Area today. 

 

If we trace its birth back to the figure of Douglas Engelbart—based at Stanford 

University, where Google also started—then at its conception we find personal computing to 

be identified with the idea of epistemological enhancement or in Engelbart’s language the 

“augmentation of human intellect” (1962, 91) . Famous for being the first, in 1968, to 

publicly demonstrate the functionality of the graphic user interface, the mouse, video 

conferencing, and word processing, since the early ’60s Engelbart had been interested in how 

technology might be designed to “deal with the increasing complexities of the modern world” 

(Bardini 2000, 2). While interaction between humans and machines had previously been of a 

strictly clerical nature, in the words of a biographer, Engelbart envisioned “nothing less than 

the development […] of a new kind of person” (ibid, 1) as the result of a dialogue through 

which human beings would co-evolve together with machines, an idea that Engelbart referred 

to as “bootstrapping.” Perceived by his colleagues as occupying a position on “the lunatic 

fringe” of the military-funded research establishment of the time (Markoff 2005, ix), 

Engelbart conceptualized bootstrapping as requiring mental, organizational as well as social 
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change. As such, the researchers in his lab experimented with LSD, and Engelbart became 

intrigued with Maoism as well as the Human Potential Movement (ibid, 209-211).  

 

Aspects of this countercultural heritage continue to be evident within contemporary 

Silicon Valley, as for example signified by the centrality of the Burning Man arts festival to 

Google’s corporate culture, whose co-founders Larry Page and Sergey Brin are said to have 

hired Google’s former CEO Eric Schmidt in part because he had attended the yearly week-

long event in the desert of Nevada (Turner 2009a, 75).13 Engelbart’s ideas concerning the co-

evolution of humans together with their machines can however be traced back further still to 

an engineering idea from the ’40s that purposeful action could be governed 

environmentally—that “teleogical behavior [is] synonymous with behavior controlled by 

negative feed-back” (Rosenblueth, Wiener, and Bigelow 1943, 24)—an idea which in short 

order led to a new kind of transdisciplinary way of thinking across the natural and human 

sciences known as cybernetics.  

 

  

                                                
13 Based on a gift economy in which financial exchange is generally forbidden, the 

Burning Man festival has been referred to as “the holiday of choice for the digerati” (Kelly in 
Rothstein 1997, D4) providing “a kind of vocational ecstasy” (Turner 2009a, 86) for the hi-
tech post-industrial workers of Silicon Valley. 
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2.7 Conclusion: Environmental Media 

 

We are but whirlpools in a river of ever-flowing water. We are not stuff that abides, 
but patterns that perpetuate themselves (Wiener 1989, 96) 
 
 

Emerging out of the WWII defence establishment, cybernetics was a kind of 

interdisciplinary meta-language through which “boundaries between scientific and 

engineering disciplines were routinely transgressed” (Edwards 1997, 47), allowing scientific 

workers to “gain rhetorical legitimacy by pointing to support from another field” (Bowker 

1993, 116). At its core, cybernetics extended a disregard for internal psychological states, 

characteristic of mid-century behaviourism, into a universal principle (ibid, 187)—the basis 

of the concept of the black-box, to which I will return in Chapter 4, which is concerned 

exclusively with the relations between things as opposed to understanding their contents. 

From its initial origins as an engineering thought experiment intended to conceptualize self-

correction in a mechanical system as a type of intentional behaviour (Rosenblueth, Wiener, 

and Bigelow 1943), cybernetics grew into a philosophy of nature, which claimed that “[t]he 

machine, like the living organism […] can produce around it a local zone of organization in a 

world whose general tendency is to run down” (Wiener 1989, 34). Defined by one of its 

practitioners, Gordon Pask, as “the field concerned with information flows in all media” 

(Hayles 2010, 145, emphasis original), at least in its early manifestations, the single most 

central innovation of cybernetics was perhaps the notion of feedback or control, which 

conceptualized all aspects of reality as probabilistic entities susceptible to modelling, leading 

to the “revolutionary […] idea that the boundaries of the human subject are constructed rather 

than given” (Hayles 2008, 84). In erasing distinctions—between biological and mechanical, 

inside and outside—cybernetics can thus be understood as having introduced an 
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“epistemological and ontological rupture” (Lafontaine 2007, 32) whose full impact, it has 

been suggested, was only eventually fully grasped by “postmodern theory in the late 

twentieth century” (Galison 1994, 233).14  

 

In The Democratic Surround: Multimedia and American Liberalism from World War 

II to the Psychedelic Sixties, a prequel to his previous monograph, Fred Turner agues that 

cybernetics functioned as a common language to unite engineers and social scientists around 

a common objective to develop a “scientific” response to influential mid-century social 

science theories concerning the possibly anti-democratic nature of broadcast media, as well 

as the idea that political systems were manifestations of individual psychological character 

(Turner 2013b, 151-180). In place of instrumental, message-driven modes of communication 

that they associated with fascist propaganda, cybernetics seemed to evoke the ideal of the 

self-governing individual as a kind of base unit of democracy, which in turn informed 

collaborations with multimedia artists in the design of a new interactive idiom, what Turner 

refers to as a surround aesthetic, which “audiences could enter freely, act spontaneously 

within, and leave at will” (ibid, 63). Crucially for Turner, the surround aesthetic “was not 

only a way of organizing images and sounds; it was a way of thinking about organizing 

society” (ibid, 9), in which a new concept of environmental media was tasked with producing 

a new kind of subjectivity as the basis for a liberal politics where self-interest might form the 

basis of a common good. Turner traces the development of this surround aesthetic from 

World War II propaganda through to the trade shows and world fairs of the Cold War, right 

                                                
14 Although sometimes “appropriated in support of the exact ideological message they 

were writing against” (Cusset 2008, 260), particularly in ‘90’s cultural theory, postmodern 
theory, notably the ideas of Foucault and of Deleuze, became an “essential references for a 
futuristic, ‘posthumanist,’ and excessively technology-oriented world” (ibid, 255), prompting 
the speculative claim that “the philosophical roots of French theory and the techno-scientific 
foundations of cyberspace are born of the […] same matrix” (Lafontaine 2007, 27). 
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up through and including the psychedelic multimedia environments of the 1960s 

counterculture, in a media genealogy that helps to situate contemporary Silicon Valley 

innovation culture in general, and Google Glass in particular, in relation to a historical 

narrative of visionary theories and practices of governance, in which new media have long 

played a central role.  

 

*** 

 

Google’s corporate mission statement, to “organize the world’s information and make 

it universally accessible and useful,” is so vast in scope as to make it distinct “from any 

company that has ever existed in any medium” (Vaidhyanathan 2012, 16), a real-world 

equivalent of the mind-altering company in Eggers’s fictional The Circle (2013). While Glass 

could surely be understood from a number of perspectives, in this chapter I have sought to 

position it as an innovation in a historical trajectory involving the fields of marketing and of 

interface design, as seen from the perspective of Foucault’s genealogy of liberal governance. 

While Silicon Valley thought leaders argue against the need for precautionary discussion 

concerning the potential impacts of new technologies as retarding innovation (Brand 2010, 

163), from post-war experiments in surround aesthetics, through Douglas Engelbart’s notion 

of human augmentation, and especially within post-Marxist theory, innovations in 

computation and in interface design have historically been understood as simultaneously 

being innovations in epistemology, if not in political subjectivity as well.  

 

As the supposed culmination of Google’s founding vision, to anticipate and provide 

for our informational needs, Glass, at least as it was initially introduced, evoked an idea of 

gnostic revelation as the basis for a new relationship to the world. Glass’s introduction was 
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however met with widespread public consternation leading to its eventual cancellation, with 

the derogatory phrase ‘Glasshole’ used to refer to a perceived lack of situational awareness 

on the part of users of the device (R. Greenfield 2013), highlighting the gap between 

technologically-enabled knowledge and genuine understanding, what cultural geographers 

would frame in terms of the map/territory problem, where the map is always a reduction of 

complex “ground truth” (Pickles 1995). The public understanding and acceptance of 

technology can be thought of as a kind of conversation, either agonistically—traditionally the 

role of the avant-garde—or in some kind of dialogue between self-styled “disruptive 

innovation” (Christensen 1997, 8) and those concerned with the social and epistemological 

impacts on these changes. Setting aside the future of Glass as a saleable product, the role that 

will be played by social theory in the dialogue over “what information technology might and 

could be”, over its “technological imaginary” (Dourish and Bell 2011, 161), is still very much 

in the process of being written. 

 

By way of concluding this chapter, I propose that we might consider Google Glass as 

a material manifestation of changes to how we think about the environment, about 

subjectivity and about governance that can be seen to grow out of cybernetics, but which can 

also be traced back, if somewhat less obviously, to innovations in liberal economic 

rationality. So far, this dissertation has explored the impact of networks on space in terms of 

a theoretical argument that location underwent a transformation with the development of new 

liberal economic theories of governance. From this perspective, I have shown how the 

emergence of a new and probabilistic concept, that of population, may be thought to have 

displaced location as the exclusive target of this new art of governance. Foucault claims that 

“[i]f one wants to analyze the genealogy of the subject in Western civilization, one must take 

into account not only techniques of domination but also techniques of the self” (1994, 177). 
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To that end I have discussed how theorists, drawing on Marx and Foucault, have sought to 

periodize an epistemological rupture, in relation to which Google may be seen as the iconic 

embodiment of a new paradigm whose impact could be understood as fundamentally altering 

the status of knowledge, including a new way to think about location in terms of 

environmental governance. In Chapter 1 I introduced the concept of mediatization as a term 

used by historians of the Napoleonic era to refer to the process through which formerly 

ecclesiastical principalities were forcibly annexed into larger agglomerations leaving the 

dispossessed sovereign as symbolic figurehead—leading Foucault to observe that, after 

Napoleon, society in fact becomes less spatialized (Foucault 2001, 352). In spite of the 

purported return of location as announced in the arts (Tuters and Varnelis 2006; Christov-

Bakagiev 2012) and internet governance (Goldsmith and Wu 2006, 49-64), periodized 

approximately to the turn of the new millennium, what I refer to as mediatized location can 

be thus understood as a new form of governance made possible through an incorporation of 

locality into the largest of all agglomeration, that of the globe, and traced back via different 

tributaries to the dawn of the post-industrial period, the mid-century period, or even to the 

late eighteenth century. In any case, the fantasy of mediatized location can be understood to 

depend on the creation of a milieu of ubiquitous and universal addressability capable of 

capturing every action in “attempt to make a society legible” (Scott 1999, 2) and the basis for 

a new politics at the scale of the Earth.  

 

In an essay by Marx entitled The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon written on 

the occasion of the 1851 French coup d’état in which Napoleon’s nephew assumed dictatorial 

control of France, Marx wrote that history repeats itself “the first time as tragedy, the second 

time as farce” (1972, 10). What I have called environmentality in this chapter can be 

conceived as empowering or manipulating, farcical or tragic, depending in large part on one’s 
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relationship to those in control of its inevitable “monopoly of knowledge” (Innis 1986, 22); 

one’s position in the overall network or power relations. Following Foucault’s assertion that 

“there is, in fact, no such thing as a return” (2001, 359), instead of representing a nostalgic 

return to a lost romantic idyll, we can perhaps understand the contemporary locational turn as 

signifying a metaphysical search for positionality in relation to the epistemological rupture of 

post-industrial capitalism, an argument developed by Fredric Jameson in his diagnosis of 

postmodern culture, with which I will open the next chapter.  




