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Fragments on the

Problem of Time

Sitesand methods of resistance have traditionally been defined in
termsofspace. Thegoal of most resistantaction hasbeento
destabilizealimited physical space, ontheassumptionthat
power, likethesociety inwhichitishoused, issedentaryand
confinedtoafixed geographiclocation. However, recent
technological advanceshave brought out the needtoreas-
sess spatial disturbance as the only productive form of
resistance. Tobesure, the nature of power itself hasfunda-
mentally changed. No longer intimately tied tostate space,
ithasrecentered itselfin the free zone of time. Power has
shedasmanyofitssedentaryattachmentsaspossible, sothat
whereitislocated matters less than the speed of itsmove-
mentbetween temporary pointsofblockage, and the time
needed toremove blockage. With the emergence of cyber
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networks, authoritarian space can be folded and carriedto
anypointontheelectronicrhizome. Thewar machine has
shifted itsstrategy away fromthe centralized fortresstoa
decentralized, deterritorialized, floatingfield. Ithasbecome
disembodied. Theideologywhich parallelsthiseconomic
shifthasyettoreally congeal; the ideology of the sedentary

is still dominant. Given this situation, one of the key
objectives of the resistant  cultural worker is to disturb the
solidification of the new ideology before it becomes a
symbolic order of even greater tyranny than the current one,
and to rechannel the convergence of hardware (video,
telephone, and computer) into a decentralized form acces-
sible to others besides the power elite. Before this nearly
impossible task can be attempted, cultural workers must step
back and use time, rather than space, asa frame for analyzing
the priorities of resistance.

This is not a call for a return to historicism, or to any other
modernist notion of time, as it is not really possible to
differentiate between fiction and history in a period of
information overload. The perpetually rolling avalanche of
information has not clarified the current situation, but has
confused it, leaving the once secure binaries of the dialectic
in a state of ruins. History is no more: Only speculative
reflection remains on what is now the fractal of time. The
greater the speed, the greater the intensity of fragmentation.
There are traces of modern thought linked to this discourse,
since fragmentation was central to discussions of the com-
plex division of labor, both general and specific, among
theorists such as Marx, Weber, Adorno, the Situationists,
etc. Yet the division of labor as a historical backbone at the
macro level, or as critique of assembly-line oppression at the
micro level, now is insufficient to describe and explain
separation.
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Thenotion of cultural lag hasbeenapart of sociological discourse
fromitsbeginnings, since it haslong been suggested that
differingsectorsofsociety move atdifferent ratesof speed.

In the society of late capital, as in most societies, the
economy—ever hungry for greater productionefficiency
andnewproductdevelopment—hastraveled the quickest.
Thesupremeeconomicvalue of maintainingan edge over
competitorsbyadvancingproductiontechniquesanddistri-
bution tactics, while shortening the duration of research
anddevelopment, hasbecomeimpossible tointegrate with
othervaluesystems. Typically, ideology (state-sanctioned
valuesystem ) isjustthe opposite initsresistance to new
values. Changes in ideology are very slow, since in the
grandest sense ideology consists of master narratives that
offer the illusion of stability and security necessary to
make everyday life intelligible. There is a peculiar con-
tradiction between economic and “moral” ideology, since
the latter can act as a resister to the former. Many of the
biblical master narratives, for instance, are at odds with
the value of speed so essential to the economic sector.
The explanation for this contradiction is found in the
political sector. Its function is to mediate the contradic-
tions. Asan arm of the economy, the legitimized political
sector has the unenviable task of keeping the economy as
free of regulation as possible, while seeming to meet
contradictory cultural demands. For example, the mas-
ter narrative of the welfare state has been a key site of
inertia in the United States. The idea that the destitute
must be given asecond chance, the sick be cared for, and
the ignorant be educated, isantithetical to the construc-
tion and maintenance of bourgeois economy. The
government’s role in this conflict is to maintain a sym-
bolic order conducive to the perception that the welfare
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state is functioning on behalf of its citizens, while allow-
ing the businesssector tofollow itsanti-welfare agenda.
Thiscanbedone, forexample, by suggestingsmallincreases
intheminimumwage, whilesigning free-trade agreements
withthirdworld countrieswhichallowunrestricted coloni-
zation oftheir labor pools. Many times, administrationsin

the US change because thereisacrisisinthe perceptionthat

the demands of the welfare state are being met.

Thisdiscussionabout the notion of cultural lag pointsout
how different present-day institutionsare simultaneously
situated indifferent historical timezones. Tocomplicate
mattersfurther, even the componentsof each institution
are notnecessarily in the same timezone. The US military
is an example of an institution that has advanced the
furthest into the future, a world alien to everyday life
perception. The capabilities of its technology and the
means of itsdeployment almost defy imagination. Such
componentsare structured by nomadic values, using the
idea of globalized control through absence as a master
narrative. Yetbeyond thisone narrative, the ideological
componentinthemilitaryisextremely conflicted. Itsinter-
relationshipwith thegovernmentcontinually pullsitaway
fromanideology of globalization toone of the nation-state,
andwith that retrogression comeall the questionsabout
women incombat or the acceptance of gaysin the military.
Inatime ofalienated electro-mechanized war, flesh values
wouldseemirrelevantfromany perspective. Buttoadmit
thisexplicitly istoodisruptive toauthoritarianinstitutions
still livingunder the symbolic order of imperialism; in this
timezoneracismandsexismstill haveanecessaryfunction,
asthey benefit these institutions’ exploitative aims (for
example, tocamouflage the corporate need tomaintaina
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reserve labor force), aswell as justifying obscene re-appro-
priation. Consequently itfallstothe governmenttoseeka
compromise between the twotimefragments.

Thefractalization of lived time occursnotonlyinabstracted
macroinstitutions, butalsoexistsatthe microlevel of every-
day life, as well as at the intermediate level of social
aggregates. Tobe sure, the constructs of race/ethnicity,
gender,and classcanalso be factoredin. The life-world of
individualsin the technocratic classundoubtedlystandsin
marked contrasttothoseintheworkingclass, partlybecause
ofextremedifferencesin production technology. Whilethe
former classworks in an electronic environment that is
constantly transforming, the latterstill proceedsaccording

to amodel of production that at best has entered the time
zone of post-industrial mac  hine technology. In terms of
mediated leisure, the two may share a similar time zone,
since both have accesstotelevision, but thisismore aby-
product of the market continuum that intersectsall time
zones.Everyday lifeitselfbecomesadeterminedwalkthrough
givensegmentsof historywithoutever leaving the present.

Much of authoritarian power now functionsto control the
time zonestowhich an individual hasaccess, and thisis
precisely the problemwhenraceandgenderareexamined.
Frustration caused by the inability tosolve spatial problems
(whichinturnarerepresented byimperialistideology, such
asprejudgment determined by spatial representation, or
ghetto lock-downs) is not the only reason that race and
genderrelations have reached suchapointofcrisis; there is
also the matter of temporal lock-down. Numeroussocial
aggregatesare caughtinthe timezone ofimperialism. The
colonial eraofconquestisconstantlyreplayed, eventhough
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the conquestby interdependenteconomicand military
superpowers is complete. There is no more territory to
appropriate; itcanonly be re-appropriated (forexample,
familyfarms). Yetareaslacking premium valueas market
territoriesorasstrategic militarizedzonesremainin the
historical void of imperialism. Sexismand racismno longer
actasjustificationsforexpansion, butratherasjustifications
tomarktheseterritoriesassitesforsacrificial waste inherent
tothe capitalistsystem. Time hasstopped for those caught
intheseterritories. Thefuture cannotbeaccessed, although
some narrow conduitsout of these areas have been con-
structed. Thisisespeciallytrueforstraightwhitewomen, as
they have had more middle classsupport. However, the
more that marginalsadvance toward the futureand away
fromtheir previoustemporalssites, the greater the expecta-
tions of those on the move as well as those who are left
behind. With these expectationscome the realization that
fullspectrumtemporal mobility ishighly improbable, thus
dramatically increasingfrustrationandanger. Runningpar-
alleltothisproblemisthatofsplintering perspective. With
eachnewtimezoneentered, newtheoretical and practical
considerations arise. (For example, in the time zone of
imperialism, theorizingandimplementingcommunal neigh-
borhood defense systems isa necessity, while inthe late
capital timezone of cyberspace the theorizationandimple-
mentation ofcell attackstrategieshasamoreviablefunction).
Asgroupsmovethroughtime, their perspectivesfragment.
Thisiswhy essentialistand nomadic positions can both
seemtobetrue. Theformerlagsbehindthe latter, buteach
hastime zonesinwhich itisascendant. The essentialist
position functionsbest in the time zones of early capital,
whilethe nomadic positionfunctionsbestinthe timezones
of late capital.
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Whatshould become clearfromthisdiscussionisthat there
isnotamonolithichistorical present. The present hasbeen
shattered into a thousand shards, all of which require
differentstrategiesfor resistance. Nowmore thanever,an
anarchistepistemology shouldbeadopted, onethatleadsto
situational knowledge. Itmustbe onethat toleratesresearch
andexplorationwithinanytime orspatial zone. Resistance
cannotbecarried outfromthesafetyzoneofasingle bunker.
Thosewhoare able must be free to move through time by
anymeansnecessary.

Thesituation oftheresistant cultural worker inregard tothe problem
ofashattered historical presentisquite peculiar. Hereisa
class of workerswith relative autonomy in regard to the
historical timezone inwhich they choose towork, andyet
theytendtoremainsolelyinvestedinareductiveresistance
toimperialistideology. Fromthe position of the cultural
worker, concernsare usually framed around questions of
identityand colonization. Thereisnodoubtthatthisisakey
siteof struggle, buttoo manyresources have been deployed
inthissector. The degree of redundancyand reinvention
occurringinthistimezone isunfortunate primarily because
itoffersaspectacle thatimpliesthat othertimezonesdonot
exist, orthattheyareirrelevant,and thatnoother problem
canbesolvedortended tountil theimperialistmessofearly
capitaliscleaned up. Consequently, authoritarian power is
allowedtorununcheckedinothertimezones, constructing
andreconstructing theworkerand itselfinamanner most
beneficial to its concerns. From the perspective of past
historical time zones, the idea of class analysis—still an
incomplete project—hasbeenseverely undermined. This
loss hasremovedafunctional category for understanding
marginalization beyond thatwhichreducestheworld tothe



118 The Electronic Disturbance

appearance of flesh. The recentappropriation of class cri-
tique by the Democrats, inaneffort to dissolve theradical
ideaof class warfare under the sign of liberal reformism,
demonstrateshowmuchisbeingsurrenderedwithoutresis-
tance from the cultural worker in order to perpetuate a
discourse of identity that now teeters on the brink of full-
scale commaodification. On the other end of the time
continuum, these concernsabout identity and power make
explorations intotechnology and the emergence of elec-
tronicspace seemunnecessary. It must then be asked, has
identity politicsbecomeacode ofentrapment? Isitacode
of liberation or one of tyrannywithin the realm of cultural
production?

Oneofthemostwell-rehearsedandroutinized performancestoarrive
asfalloutfromidentity discourse isthe call and response
ritual whichasks, “Whocreatedauthoritarian culture?’and
“Who benefits from this culture?” The response fromthe
chorusis“Thestraightwhite male.” Withinthisdiscourse
and performance matrix, the identity of the straight white
male is solely informed by his role as an irredeemable
criminal. Itisodd tothink thatwhether one’s perspectiveiis
fromthe margin orthe center, evil isalwaysincarnated in
the flesh. This has been the primary failure of identity
politicsthusfar. The Christian master narrative inwhich
evilisreducible toflesh has kept itsstructure intact. Al-
thoughthe contingentelementsofthisnarrative have been
inverted—Eveastheinnocentand Adamastheguilty—the
original sin of the flesh continues ever onward. Everyone
knows who the criminals are since they can easily be
recognized; theyare forever marked by the fleshy appear-
ance of their genetic code. Such are the wages of sin, and
such is the foundation for the ideology of exploitation.
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Sacial solidarityamongthose of resistantculture cannot be
based onthesame principleasthatofauthoritarianculture.
Todosoisto perpetuate the mechanismsofexclusionand
elimination, whichinturn preservesthe rush toward intol-
eranthomogenization.

Thequestionshould notbewhoisguilty, asthisimpliesthat
thereare individualswith total autonomy oversocial insti-
tutions. Rather, the question should be: What are the
institutional mechanismspromotingthecurrentsituation(s)?
Macro structures, to a large degree, are independent of
individual action. Thatcombination of macrostructures
oftentermed the war machine by resistant cultureisnotin
the control of agroup of people, norisit controlled by a
cluster of nation-states. The veryreason itissofearedisthat
itisoutofcontrol. Itcannotbe turned off, even when some
ofitsusestodominant culture have passed. Locatingitslife
source isnotsosimpleassaying thatitisin the psyche of
straightwhite men, orany othersource solely constructed
around the conceptofagency. Thisisanabsurd reduction
thatonly misdirectsresources toward reformist debates of
minimal consequence, in that they will not change the
structure orthe dynamic of the war machine itself.

If the fetish for concretizing guilt and the need for genetic
scapegoating canbesidestepped by leaving the bunker of
imperialistideology, itwillagain become possible tomanu-
facturebroad-spectrumeventsofdisturbance. Notfollowing
theliberal code, however, doeshave extreme consequences.

By refusing to act in accordance with the scripture of
identity, one invitesracistand sexist labels regardless of
one’sintentions. Once outside the liberal bunker,the  reis
no security, since there are no certain enemies. No strategy
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can be measured in terms of probability of success. There is
only speculation in this time zone, where power is liquid,
withnoreal certainty astowhichway itwill flow. Conse-
quently, acts of disturbance are gambles. The situation
could possibly be madeworse, muchworse, bysuchacts, but
success without the restrictions of more reformsis also
possible. Itisfrightening tothink that radical actionisbuilt
uponguesswork, butiftherewereassurances, bywhatmeans
would thiswork be radical? Thisisthe muchto be desired

end of the heroic mythsofthe radical leftist as visionary or
progressive thinker. All that is left is the wager, and it
doesn’ttake geniustogamble. All thatisrequiredisthe
ability to live withuncertainty, and the willingness to act
despite the potential for unforeseen negative consequences.

Cultural workers have recently become increasingly attracted to
technology as a means to examine the symbolic order.
Video, interactive computer projects,andall sorts of elec-
tronic noise have made asolid appearance in the museums
andgalleries,and have gained curatorial acceptance. There
areelectronicsalonsand virtual museums, and yet some-
thingismissing. Itisnotsimply because much of the work
tendsto have a“gee whiz” elementtoit, reducingittoa
product demonstration offering technologyasanendin
itself; norisitbecause the technology isoften used primarily
asadesignaccessory to postmodern fashion, for these are
usesthataretobeexpectedwhennewexploitablemediaare
identified. Rather,anabsence ismostacutely feltwhenthe
technology isused foranintelligent purpose. Electronic
technology has not attracted resistant cultural workersto
othertimezones, situations, oreven bunkersthatyield new
setsof questions, but instead has been used to expressthe
same narrativesand questionstypicallyexaminedinactivist



Fragments on the Problem of Time

art. This, of course, isnotatotally negative development, as
theelectronicvoice is potentially the most powerful inthe
exercise of free speech; however, itisdisappointing that the
technology ismonopolized by interrogations of the imperi-
alist narrative. An overwhelming amount of electronic
workaddressesquestionsofidentity, environmental catas-
trophe, war and peace, and all the other issues generally
associated with activist representation. In other words,
concernsfromanothertimezone have beensuccessfullyand
practically imported into electronic media, but without
addressingthe questionsinherenttothe mediaitself. Again,
thisisacase of over-deploymentandover-investmentina
singlespatial/temporal sector. Aninterrogation of techno-
cultureitselfhasyettooccur, exceptwhensuchinvestigation
fits with more traditional activist narratives. As to be
expected, a large amount of work is on media
disinformation—theelectronicinvention of reality—but it
isalwaystied toapersuasiveargumentaboutwhytheviewer
shouldfollowanalternative interpretation ofagiven “real
world” phenomenon. Activistsshowno particular interest
inquestioning the cyberneticsofeveryday life, the phenom-
enology of screenal space, the construction of electronic
identity,andsoon.

Andwhyshouldthey? Inthe abstractsense, if power has
gone nomadic, then ideology will eventually follow the
same course. Asspeculativeasitmightbe, with the rapid
change intechnology, theflowingshiftofthe locusof reality
fromsimulated time/space tovirtual time/space, and the
undetermined speedwithwhich thisishappening, those
concernedwiththedevelopmentofthesymbolicorder must
ask: What are nomadic values now and what will they
become?Because of cultural lag, asking questionsaboutthe
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fate of sedentary culture is still useful, but only if other time
zonesare keptin mind. Even toformulate questions relevant
to electronic nomadology is difficult, since there are no
theoriestoexploit, no historiesto drawupon,and nosolid
issues. Itissomuch easier tostay in the familiar bunker,
wheretheissues (andthe parametersoftheir interpretation)
havesolidified. Here the pain of leftistauthoritarianism is

most intensely felt. Even though addressing issues of
nomadologyisclearlyurgent, one fearstoinvoke thewrath

of sedentary liberal activists by makingan “insensitive”

error; thatfeardiminishesexploration intothistopic, orany
other outside the traditional activist time zone. Who is
willing to venture onahigh-risk endeavor, knowing that
theresultoffailureispunishmentfromthealleged support

gou?

Onthepractical level, thisproblem becomeseven more
complex. The hardware of everyday life cyberneticsisbe-
ginningtomerge, andinthe mostadvanced timezone, that
ofthecyberelite, italready has. The telephone, television/
video, thecomputeranditsnetworkstructure—all theseare
blendingintoasingle unit. Each ofthese piecesof hardware
isfromadifferenttimezone,andeachisthussurroundedby
differentsensibilities. The oldest piece isthe most utopian
intermsofitspractical consequencesinsociety: The tele-
phonerepresentsthe technology closest toadecentralized
open-accesscommunication net. Inthe West, almostevery-
oneknowshowtouseaphoneandhasaccesstoone. There
areeven indicatorsthat the process of decentralization that
determined access to the telephone wasframed asafree
speech issue.* During thisprocess, the telephone wasthe

*See Bruce Sterling, The Hacker Crackdown. NY: Bantam Books, 1992, pp 8-12.
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best hardware for information relay available. While it
clearly still had a military function, the movement to
decentralize it recognized that the need for open access
surpassed the need for control. Itis thistype of sensibility
and process that must be replicated as new technologies
begintomerge.

Just the opposite processoccurred in the development of
video/television. Although the hardware for viewing is
relatively decentralized,and the hardware for production is
beginningtobedecentralized, the network for distribution
isalmost completely centralized, with little indication of
change. Thisstate ofaffairsmustbe resisted: Theideology
thatsanctionscontrol of the airwaves by anelite capitalist
classcannotbeallowed todominateall technology, andyet
thisispreciselywhatwill happen ifmore cultural resources
arenotdeployedtodisturbthisideology. Cultural workers
mustinsiston making accesstoelectronic netsdecentral-

ized. Tolose onthisfrontisto concede tocensorshipinthe
worstway. Whether or notanartist losesh/er NEA grant
becauseagiven projectisantithetical tosanctionedimpe ri-
alistideology isinsignificant, compared to the consequences
of merging systems of communication. This struggle will be
more difficult than the opening of the phone network,
since the airwaves are perceived as a means for mass
persuasion. In the time of telephone decentralization, radio
and film suffered defeats (access to the airwaves was per-
ceived notasaright, butasabusiness), causing repercussions
which are still being felt. Television took the centralized
form that it did partly because of these defeats.

There is a wild card in this situation. The computer could
go either way. Access to hardware, education, and net-
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works is currently being decentralized. Unlike the tele-
phone or television, computers have not entered the
everyday life of almost every class. This primarily elite
technology has sunk a deep taproot down through the
bureaucratic class. The electronic service class is growing,
but is far from pervasive. Hence those in lagging time zones
already realize that computers are not democratic technol-
ogy, nor are they considered an essential technology. This
sensibility damages resistance to centralization of commu-
nicationsystems, since such indifference allows the capitalist
elite to impose principles of self-regulation and exclusion
on the technology without having to go before the public.
The technology is lost before the public is even aware of its
ramifications. One of the key critical functions of cultural
workers is to invent aesthetic and intellectual means for
communicating and distributing ideas. If the nomadic elite
completely controls the lines of communication, resistant
cultural workers have no voice, no function, nothing. If
they are to speak at all, cultural workers must perpetuate
and increase their current degree of autonomy in electronic
space.

There is a more optimistic side. The computer’s linkage to
the telephone ismuch greater than to the television. In fact,
the computer and telephone will probably consume cable
systems. If the sensibility of decentralization can be main-
tained, fiber optic networks will provide the democratic
electronic space that has for so long been a dream. Each
home could become its own broadcasting studio. This does
not mean that network broadcast will collapse, or that there
will be open access to data bases; but it does mean that there
could be a cost-effective method to globally distribute
complex grass-roots productions and alternative informa-
tion nets containing time-based images, texts, and
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sounds—all accessible without bureaucratic permission. It
will be as easy as making a phone call.

Thus, developing systems of communication may provideanother
utopianopportunity. However, maintaining technological
decentralizationiscrucial toexploiting thischance. Con-
sidering the history of utopiainruins, the probability that
thisopportunitywill besuccessfullyusedlooksdiscouraging.
None can predict how the technology will evolve, nor by
what meansthe nomadicelite will defend the electronic
rhizome fromaslave revolt. Those engaged in electronic
resistance may well be onafool’serrand, since the battle
may already be lost. Thereare noassurances; thereare no
politically correctactions. Again, there isonly the wager. If
cynical power haswithdrawn from the spectacleintothe
electronic net, then thatisalsowhere pocketsof resistance
mustemerge. Although theresistant technocratic classcan
provide the imagination for the hardware and program-
ming, resistantculturalworkersareresponsibleforproviding
thesensibility necessaryfor popularsupport. Thisclassmust
provide the imagination to intersect timezones,andtodo
sousingwhatevervenuesand mediaareavailable. Thisclass
mustattempttodisturb the paternal spectacle of electronic
centralization. We must challenge and recapture the elec-
tronicbody, ourelectronic body! Roll thedice.
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N
1872

even when this dream reality is most intense,
we still have, glimmering through it, the
sensation that it is mere appearance

even when this virtual reality is most intense, we
still have, glimmering through it, the sensation
that it is mere appearance
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M
1881

We operate only with things that do not exist:
lines, planes, bodies, atoms, divisible time
spans, divisible spaces. How should explana-
tions be at all possible when we first turn
everything into an image, our image!

We operate only with things that virtually exist:
lines, planes, bodies, atoms, divisible time
spans, divisible spaces. How should explanations
be at all possible when we first turn everything
into a virtual condition, our virtual condition!





