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As if to prove or hint at something, in the days before
I began to write this article, then U.S. President-Elect
Donald Trump met with Alibaba CEO Jack Ma. Ma’s
promise to create one million jobs for Americans and
rejuvenate the manufacruring industry stirred excitement
about the revenue and respect the internet economy
would bring China. News of the meeting quickly spread
online, fermenting into a real event in society's mind.
The success of this meeting is no harbinger of a golden
age, despite the collective groveling at the feet of power.
capital, and their talismans, as seen in the bald fervor for
the “Taobao state” and “Papa Jack™ on grassroots forums:
and notwithstanding the praise for the anti-establishment,
anti-elite, politically incorrect Trump on that so-called
gathering space for young Chinese intellectuals, Zhihu,
Instead, it augurs an amorphous reality wrought with
contradictions and setbacks. On the one hand. there is
the RMB 140 billion a day, RMB 1.75 million a second
Alibaba consumer frenzy of November 11, 2016, proving
once again that cloud computing enables capital flow. On
the other hand, there is the silent majority, sought by the
government for profit under the ever-looming, ever-dark-

ening clouds of declining economic growth. It seems to
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Swoon Motion

2018

Electranic baby swing, polyurathane resin, cable binders
display clips, br: { vers, mirrared glass drops,
downpipe filver ender, power magnets

Courtesy Kraupa-Tuskany Zeidlar, HKW (Berlin) and the arust
PHOTO: Luca Girardini, CC BY-SA 4.0

LANE 49, BUILDING 3, FUXING XI ROAD, XUHUI DISTRICT, SHANGHAI 200031, CHINA 1 [5_Fifg i 70 X &2 X% Pt % 495735, i4: 200031

T: +86-21-34611245

F: +86-21-34612450 E: INFO@LEOXUPROJECTS.COM WWW.LEOXUPROJECTS.COM



T: +86-21-34611245

LEO XU PROJECTS

be getring harder to bring our intuition and experience
into agreement. They oscillate between the internet and
big data's vision of continuous development, convenience,
and efficiency, and the frustration and powerlessness of
our everyday political reality. Under these circumstances
and presuppositions, it seems that we cannot avoid a sense
of internal contradiction in our observation, practice,
writing, and sharing: at onc end is our diligent attempt
to pierce reality and confront authenticity, at the other
the weight, ignorance, and powerlessness it embodies.
At one end there is science and philosophy’s legacy of
optimism from the last half-century, and at the other the
inadequacy of experience and temporary loss manifest by
decline, countercurrents, and the reactionary. To a certain
extent, this contradiction defines today's cognitive and
introspective thinking.

As if to respond to our urgent present, it was precisely
in this somewhat awkward moment, in the city that birthed
the comﬁutational and client service powerhouse that
is Alibaba, Hangzhou, that the first annual meeting of
the Institute of Network Technology (http:/caa-ins.org)
was planned. In his opening remarks, institute head and
co-founder Huang Sunquan repeatedly brought up the
ecstasy and unease carried by the swell of capital flow,
as well as the expectation and hope for the internet and
technology as an agent of social connection and
openness. The two-day meeting and additional
day-long youth forum gave the sense that the
participants and audience share not only such
a common vision, but also a certain kind of
positivity, to varying degrees, of optimism about
the future—however unstable that future may be.

Of course, from any angle, this is a necessary
juncture with impeccable timing. The conference
chose aesthetics, ecology, material and algorithms
as the four dimensions by which to understand
network society, bringing together epistemology
and practice theory. Nearly every piece surpassed
these dimensions, emerging as intersections of
the unfinished state. In the conference’s epon-
ymous presentation, the word “network” was

replaced with “reticularion.” Compared to the

network’s capital foundation and materiality, the
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Liu Shiyuan & Knstian Mondiup Nielsen, Best Friends Forever, 2017,
single channel video, 5 min 35 sec

Courtesy Lec Xu Progects, Shanghas and the artisis

reticulation also admits visible and invisible cycles and
patterns. And the theme of the conference, “Forces of
Reticulation,” is not merely about networking itself, but
also its technical requisites, as well as modes of critical
interposition. Together, these offer a premise on which
to search for a substitute for platform capitalism. In other
words, one could believe that it spurs us to recognize the
urgency of the study of network society, and to realize
that the pursuit of the ontology of the world of technology
is invariably swept up by the historical project. Several
hundred years ago, the intellectual environment for
digitalization was established with Leibniz’s computa-
tional science and network, while his famous theory of
monadology was deepened, through Deleuze’s expansion
on Baroque allegory, into today’s widely-used media
theory. In Deleuze’s illustration of the “Baroque room™
as the terminus for receiving information, the monad is
internally structured like a two-level room. The lower
level, through small openings, acts as a metaphor for the
sensory organs, and receives information from the world
uni-directionally; while the upper level is sealed off by
folds. Images from the lower level project onto the folds
and form a multi-faceted “intrinsic rationality.” Today’s
media environment adheres to the same oprical meta-

phor, where the diversity and transcendence of intrinsic
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thought, produced in isolation, openly roots itself on the
intersection of the senses with the cosmos. Thus digital
technology acts as the interface for this level, linking the
symbolic activity leading to the transcendence of latitude
with information processing as fundamental latitude.

It is in this sense that technology, especially digital
technology and network science, has defined roday's
cosmology and cast away today’s questions. According
to monadology, every one of us is a monad in the World
Wide Web. We enter this world through symbiosis by
means of intrinsic uniqueness (a proper and single
view), through the computer terminal and a singular IP
address. Neighboring monads mutually join and interact,
thereby extending between nearby constellations and the
cosmos. To borrow from Deleuze, the monad acts as one
individualized unit packaged in limitless diversity. This
illuminates the process of individuation of World Wide
Web users' collective spirit. Consequently, the process of
individuation from the innumerable, the reciprocal, and
the assimilated contain limitless multilateral power. This
is the great fusion of the intelligence and collective wisdom
of World Wide Web users. It is the power of networking
and the power of pluralism, as if each page of a book
had its unique style, yet could not be separated from the
whole. And the power of the network realizes its latent,
true pluralism through hyperlinked text. Now, Leibniz’s

question is still relevant, and we still must ask: is there

a way to better define each of us as the individuation or
trans-individuation of a basic monad in the present data
universe of the World Wide Web? In other words, in the
face of Trump’s ¢lection and spreading racism... is there
a better universe, one that can not only be imagined. but
also desired? Of course, our rhinking on ontology has also
been pulled in the direction of practice and politics. There
is no doubt about this. But at present, at least in the case
of this conference, while this fundamental question has
been concretized by the technological conditions based
in the present moment, the answer ultimately rerurns
to the potential of technologicdl extension (and a kind
of hope established therein): in the ceaselessly complex,
propagating, expanding process of networkization, we
are infinitely linked as individual memories of monads.
This diverse, unbounded, and unboundable potential
guarantees the limitless, pluralistic composition of the
cosmos, where any composition is possible: the more it
expands and diversifies, the closer we get to discovering
the optimal (or comparatively preferable) possible world.
Today, Google’s search engine is already approaching
the speed of light, and the memory (data) it stores is
approaching infinity. For this reason, we have no need to
despair, as another World Wide Web may be anticipated.
Meanwhile, ever-proliferating technology will continue to
lead to countless new and varied forms of madness that will
resist, neutralize, and cure the madness we already know.

The only problem is how to balance two different
senses of time: the primordial time of cosmology, with
its eternal movement toward an emergent tomorrow; and
concrete time, defined and bounded by the life cycle of the
individual and of society. How do we harmonize cosmo-
logical prospects with contemporary, political, emotional
expectations, as well as with the urgent demands brought
about by practice? If we go a step further, why can't the
neutralization and cure be immediately effective, but
are instead expected in a future that will perhaps always
be postponed? It is worth deliberating this Pascalian
conclusion. If we say this mentality is beyond reproach in
terms of understanding and imagination, then there isa
glimmer of hope among the real questions derived from
their domain. The latter work was shown in a sub-session

focused on the practice of art and aesthetics. Everything
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that faces the practitioner, including the computer-oriented
artist, and those scholars of media and technology theory
who are deeply concerned with reality, have each made
rather abundant forays into both mediatization research
and transformation of practice, For example, through the
remaking of the theater or the exhibition hall, the viewer
may realize their own openness and potential through
the system of capture, modulation, and conveyance of
sound; the reciprocal feedback of previously extant natural
sound; and moreover, as an active participant in the envi-
ronment created by this process. Or through interactive
games, where the technological object dialogues with
the human, advancing an intuitive, interactive medium
and target. This motivates the person to act cognitively,
and to become aware of the neverending battle between
the granting and wresting of power. Or as did the British

group YoHa, which traced the complicated relationship
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between the database of the National Drug
Treatment Monitoring Service and addiction
clinic patients, staff, and management, as
well as the government, by examining,
re-exploring, and re-sorting through the
Service's database; and which helped to
improve the system’s communication,
integration, and operation by introducing
media as a common platform for discussion.
This is exciting, of course, but in today's
Trump-ized, divided, polarized world,
segregation and separation are normalizing
the divergence of different social strata. This
makes it increasingly difficult to express
ourselves when discussing or observing
technological development. Who can enjoy
the benefits of technology? Who can access
and master it? In other words, what kind of
social structure and political form can ensure
the accessibility of technology? What can
ensure that technology is not monopolized,
made privileged, or overly commercialized?
When will technology be in the hands of the
weak, the oppressed, the victimized, and the
silenced? We may say this is also technology’s
embodiment of humanitarian questions, but
clearly it is not so simple. Because on the
one hand, a naturalized technology more
often hides its venom under a surface of
neutrality and functionality, while on the
other hand it presents the same risk that
was revealed by the conference: the risk of
easy optimism. Indeed, following parallels
with number theory and algorithms, we can
face head-on and set free the openness and
limitlessness of the operational system by
applying Gédel’s unfinished theory to the
noumenon; and furthermore observe the
current political code through the exchange
between data structure and calculation,
that is to say the mapping, translation, and
transposition of different linguistic systems,

and better understand platform capitalism

LEO XU PROJECTS

and the political-economic positions and
orientations of different communities by
improving operational capacity. But this
also avoids the question of accessibility.
In whose hands are the tools and forces of
algorithms? And is this group big enough
to cover all of us?

This introduces an urgency to integrat-
ing algorithms and network science with
critical theory in order to better confront real
challenges. At the very least, the research
bridging the digital environment and hu-
manism has already begun to critically study
and utilize algorithms. Now that the echo
chambers and filter bubbles of the network
have become normal and accepted-echoed
in network culture—division and segregation,
as well as foundational individualism, are
eroding the public domain. By critically
examining the characteristics of algorithms,
and even of network science, we will find
that homophily is the basic truth of network
science, continuously generating connec-
tions through similarities. This inherently
homogenous operation divides the open,
infinite network into opposing, closed
microcommunities, while these divisions
are deepened by the proxy market logic
embedded in most systems of data collection
and selection. Consequently, if segregation
appears in the network, it is because network
analysis has stalled on simplistic identity
politics, which treats race and gender as
immutable categories, and preferences and
choices as innate. And one way to respond
lies in confronting and exploiting the new
type of system created by the network's
performativity: the network is not merely
a reflection and description of reality, but
produces reality through description, going
so far as to set down the dots and lines
of the system through constant repeated

action. So, can we build a new system that
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has room for the crucial fluidity of identity?
What new impetus does critical theory
bring to network science? This also has no
simple answer. Big data uses algorithms to
present collective behavior and preference
as numerical values, schemata, and models.
But lives clearly cannot be reduced and
calculated. Then to what extent can these
unvisualizable shadows enter into our field
of vision? The road before us is still endless.

But no matter w}{at, this general opti-
mism and confidence is still a dose medicine
to counter reality, even if it is medicine in
the Derridean sense. In the end, we are
thinkers and doers. Yet we are more so
that “everyone” who sinks or swims in the
flood of big data, and who by these means
is forever analyzed, captured, and discarded
by capital; that everyone who shares in the
decline of republican education and the
disintegration of utopian ideals, to the point
that our public ideals leave us half-naked:
that everyone who is left in the dark, amidst
terror and pain—-though troubled, we are not
resigned, just as the conference participants
needed to express their anxiety and sadness
about today's reality and Trump’s ascent
prior to expounding on the future, openness,
and diversity. And yes, if we regard Trump
and Ma's meeting as a truce between gover-
nance and mathematical calculation, then
where are the freedom and initiative that
were left our of this meeting, displaced by
the illusion of the borderless network and
neutral technology, amidst the increasing
noise and muck of reality, truth, and the
dynamism of life? Perhaps we can only hope
that the feeble seed is within this time of
intermingling depression and hope, within
the collected and collective imagination of
this gathering.

(Translated by Anne Henochowicz)
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