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		�  Today the enemy is not called Empire or Capital.  
It’s called Democracy. Alan Badiou 1

Critique is an essential part of capitalist production. The ability to express one’s opinions 
in public allows the system to verify itself as democratic. Through such means, it is able 
to generate its own critique and then quickly neutralise it. Within the neo-liberal spaces 
of contemporary art, thereby some opinions not readily acceptable in other public places 
can be displayed but the politics easily contained. The critical artist offers soft politics 
that is easily recuperated to legitimate the art institution’s self-reflection. But it’s not 
quite that simple – and far more dialectical. On the one hand, art appears to have lost �
its critical power as any form of critique is automatically recuperated; but on the other, 
the new situation opens up different strategies of opposition that respond to the ways �
in which power is organised.2 

	 What is required is a more detailed examination of the power relations at work, �
and how they are configured as part and parcel of informational capitalism, and how 
social relations and control structures are managed. With no longer a centre of power �
to be found or established opposition as such, it is clear that the (class) enemy is 
increasingly hard to identify across its networks, and yet power continues to produce �
its own vulnerabilities. Correspondingly, the recommendation of those developing 
oppositional tactics is to take advantage of the vulnerabilities in networks (much �
like successful computer viruses do) by exploiting power differentials that exist in the 
operating system.3 Such tactics draw on methods informed by network and information 
theory, as well as reverse engineering mass culture.4 The approach offers direct 
responses to recuperative processes, and yet the effect of tactical media is paradoxical, 
as Lovink contends, leading equally tactically to “benign tolerance”.5 That may be sadly 
the case, but the reappraisal of recuperative processes and interventionist responses �
is necessarily ongoing, not least in the context of how social media have changed the 
face of the representational political process. This is evident in the apparent success �
of various campaigns that hope to influence the outcomes of elections and in the rise �
of services that offer effective participation in the political process. 
	T he tactics of dissent have changed too. Seppukoo, a recent hack of Facebook 
by Les Liens Invisibles (2009),6 provides an example where users were able to commit 
virtual suicide in a ritualistic removal of their virtual identity.7 Critique here operates 
in the challenge to the living-death user-experience of Facebook and other similar 
programs that express the social relation in restrictive form. The action provoked �
a litigious response by Facebook not least.8 Part of the friendly (inter)face of capitalism, 
restricted social relations are perpetuated through networks of friends (everyone is �
a potential friend rather than enemy), such that antagonistic social relations are masked 
and the politics nullified. Evoking Schmitt’s notion of enmity (in The Concept of the 
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Political, 1927), the political differentiation of friend or enemy (aka Facebook or 
Seppukoo) lies at the heart of this, and offers a certain definition of politics. The 
reference to the Japanese ritual suicide of Seppuku (literally stomach-cutting) evokes 
the stubborn refusal to fall into the hands of the enemy – and the preference for 
autonomy even at the cost of one’s life.9 Virtual suicide stands as the refusal to operate 
under intolerable conditions of service and as an affirmation of creative autonomous 
practice. Refusal responds to the way in which those in power regenerate themselves 
through constant upgrades to break opposition; the position derives from Tronti’s essay 
‘The Strategy of Refusal’ of 1965, following the logic that capital uses workers’ 
antagonistic opposition as a motor for its own development. But crucially, capital does 
not wish to destroy critique entirely, as it is fundamental to its operations, but obscure 
its origins and subdue its effectiveness. Moreover, this is its friendly face whether you 
like it or not. For instance, in the case of Facebook, they keep your account details for 
perpetuity and commercial exploitation. The Seppukoo ‘about’ page explains: “Suicide 
is a free choice and a kind of self-assertiveness. Unfortunately, Facebook doesn’t give �
to its users this faculty at all, and your account will be only deactivated.”11 

	 Democracy and authoritarianism operate dialectically. This is in keeping with the 
liberal tradition, as Balibar explains, and the distinction between individual opinions �
and collective actions in the ways they “reciprocally ‘underwrite’ each other”.12 
Individuals voice their diverse opinions, both for and against the ruling power, in order �
to legitimate its effects. Expressing the violence of participation, this is the basis of 
liberal democracy as well as the basis of its democratic renewal – what we together �
refer to as participatory democracy. Individuals actively imagine their participation in 
what ultimately is part of their subjugation. This comes close to Lazzarato’s discussion �
of participative management in the workplace as a technique of power in restructured 
form, and one that appears to grant special privileges to artistic labour. Indeed, Lazzarato 
thinks the technique is more totalitarian than the production line as it involves the �
willing subjectivity of the worker in the participatory process.13 Again, popular social 
media platforms like Facebook come to mind, and more specifically applications such as 
Causes through which users can imagine the effectiveness of their political engagement 
by creating petitions in support of a particular cause. The ‘about’ statement expresses 
the ambition of no less than changing the world: 
		�  Facebook Platform presents an unprecedented opportunity to engage our generation, 

most of whom are on Facebook, in seizing the future and making a difference in the 
world around us. Our generation cares deeply, but the current system has alienated 
us. Causes provides the tools so that any Facebook user can leverage their network 
of real friends to effect positive change. The goal of all this is what we call ‘equal 
opportunity activism.’ We’re trying to level the playing field by empowering individuals 
to change the world.14 
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Another project by Les Liens Invisibles, commissioned by Arnolfini in 2010, uses the 
tactic of over-identification to respond to such tendencies.15 In the age of over-mediated 
democracy, Repetitionr provides a platform for activism with minimal effort, an online 
petition service with a difference; offering advanced Web 2.0 technologies to make 
participatory democracy a truly user-centered experience.16 The success of every 
campaign is guaranteed as just one click is all it takes to generate a whole campaign 
with up to a million automatic fake signatures. The project reflects the acknowledged 
need for new institutional forms that challenge existing systems of governance and 
representational structures, as a blatant expression of non-representational democracy.17 
The approach challenges the limits of representational democracy and the discourse �
of neo-liberalism in general, offering a means to rethink politics within network cultures. 
If this is an example of over-identification with real existing participatory democracy, 
then the provocation is that we need to develop far better strategies and techniques �
of organisation.
	I n opposition to informational capitalism lies commons-based peer production. 
Indeed, concerns over the commons are encapsulated by the title of Hardt and Negri’s 
recent book Commonwealth, to indicate the ‘common-wealth’ of land, water and the 
atmosphere.18 Current political, economic and ecological crises derive from aggressive 
and primitive forms of property (such as disputes over copyright and intellectual property) �
and energy production (geopolitical disputes over carbon fuels) – a lack of recognition �
of the common. Historical parallels between the ways in which the commons were turned 
in private property (through the enclosure movement), and the ways in which intellectual 
property is being privatised have been well established. In addition, the way that code �
is being privatised offers a useful focus to discuss wider issues of organisation and �
power struggles. 
	T he cultural significance of this is captured by the term recursive public to account 
for the ways in which the public is “a collective independent of other forms of constituted 
power and is capable of speaking to existing forms of power through the production of 
actually existing alternatives”.19 Somewhat related to the concept of the public sphere, 
a recursive public is capable of modifying itself through participation, relatively 
unmediated by higher authority. For Kelty, the collective technical experiment of the �
Free Software movement is an example of a recursive public that draws attention �
to its democratic and political significance and the limitations of our understanding �
of the public in the light of the restructuring of power over networks, struggles over 
intellectual property rights and sharing of code. In this sense, the concept of the public 
sphere itself is taken as open to modification and reuse – made recursive in other words. 
As a consequence, a reconceptualisation of political action is required that combines 
traditional forms of expression such as free speech with coding practices and sharing 
associated with Free Software. Making reference to the work of Arendt, Kelty’s 
intervention is to extend a definition of a public grounded in discourse – through speech, 
writing and assembly – to other legal and technical layers that underpin the internet in 
recognition of the ways in which contemporary power and control are structured – through 
both discourses and infrastructures.20

	S uch a reconsideration of public space or a politics of the common exposes the �
sad reality of liberal participatory democracy. To Rancière, the origin of the political lies 
in the properties of its subjects and in how they come together, how they ‘part-take’, �
or in other words how they participate in contradictory forms of action. “Politics is �
a paradoxical form of action” according to Rancière, and hence can be defined in the 
contradictions at the heart of action – between acting and being acted upon. It is the 
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very “axioms of democracy” (of ruling and being ruled) that require rupture to open up 
discussion of the constitution of the subject and its relations.21 New publics are required 
– in coalitions of human and non-human agents involved in radical networks – to engage 
with and to modify the infrastructures they inhabit as an extension of the public sphere. 
Evidently publicness is constituted not simply by speaking, writing, arguing and 
protesting but also through modification of the domain or platform through which these 
practices are enacted. Democracy requires an upgrade but only if released fully into the 
public domain. 
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