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Media, Sovereignty, and Cognitive Capitalism

Academic Dialogue with Scott LASH

Media, Sovereignty, and Cognitive Capitalism

SL: Scott LASH
AF: Anthony Y. H. FUNG

AF:

SL:

Your book has suggested that cultural studies is entering into a
new epoch of inquiry. Basically, you have suggested there is a
fundamental change of global political economy nowadays, and we
need a framework of post-hegemony to describe the current global
governance and politics. While hegemony emphasizes power and
domination over the subordinated groups, and it is usually
exercised through ideology or discourse, the post-hegemony
concept you have suggested refers to internalized power that is
circulated and exercised from within. The latter is similar to
Foucault’s concept of power/discourse. Could you explain whether
your conception of post-hegemony is equivalent to or different
from the Foucauldian concept of power/discourse?

There was an article I wrote a long time ago called “Power after
Hegemony: Cultural Studies in Mutation,” and I suppose in some
ways hegemony is associated with the kind of more classical cultural
studies like Stuart Hall on the one hand; on the other, however, 1
think things have changed a bit. For example, a movement like the
Occupy Movement doesn’t work through ideology. Previously, you
talked about dominant and subordinated ideology, but the Occupy
Movement does not have an ideology. I think it kind of gets invented
and it emerges from the situation, so I think it is kind of post-
ideological, or we can say post-hegemony. Besides, I don’t think
power necessarily operates through discourse. The way I am thinking
discourse now is that discourse is comprised of speech acts. These
days a lot of speech acts are incorporated into algorithms, software,
and media. Algorithms work performatively through a set of
instructions, not through rules. In an interesting way, discourse and
power have been displaced into the software itself. And following
that logic, power works through software, not discourse.
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Then do you think there is any power within the Occupy Move-
ment?

I suppose what influenced me the most when I wrote “Power after
Hegemony” was the Negri and Hardt type of stuff, which has been so
popular for fifteen years. In a sense, the idea of intensity and flow, is
not much about hegemony and power, but I think a lot of people
make a distinction between bio-power on the one hand and bio-
politics on the other. Bio-power is governmentality and domination,
and bio-politics is like the Occupy Movement, or social movements.
Maybe a lot of power that we think actually is incorporated in
algorithms, more than just in the commodity in that kind of classical
way, or even in the classical way of ideology. So perhaps discourse
has partly shifted into the medium of algorithms.

As for bio-politics like social movements as it were, | think the
most important idea for me is “the commons” (“/yff” in Chinese),
though T know new media also plays an important role. Not
“community,” but “commons” because “‘commons” means you use
something and there are always resources as well as people, and it
connects you to nature. For example, the new-rural reconstruction
movement (“3FEKEFIEB)” in Chinese). I think it is more than a
movement because it is also about organic farming and use of
resources. I think the same is true with free software, open source,
and technical movement. It is not just people, but things, including
software, hardware, and devices. The idea of “commons” also
indicates that you are producing something and communicating in an
intensive level.

In an organic way?

Yes, in an organic way, both in terms of new rural movement and
new media. In that sense, Castells or Paolo Virno are particularly
suitable for this topic. Especially Virno, he is very interested in that
kind of level on communication, commons and bio-power.

As you have mentioned resistance, and resistance in Foucault’s
understanding seems not very optimistic. How do you think
about resistance today, especially when it relates to the Occupy
Movement?

You are much younger than me, but you remember the day when
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people used the term of “resistance.” But nowadays we do not so
often use the word resistance. In terms of optimism and pessimism,
we know now a lot of the movements subsided, not only in Hong
Kong but also in London, Spain, and Arab areas. And Castells is
right, where he said that when you are not occupying, things subside,
because so much happens through the occupation itself, doesn’t it?
Like all the solidarity and everything that generated there. I think in
places like Hong Kong, New York, London, and even a place like
Wuhan, I think a generation has been formed in the Occupy Move-
ment. It’s one that has the mentality that is actually quite anarchist,
for example in someone like David Graeber, who is such a hugely
popular writer now. He never formulates it quite rightly, but you
know the “One Percent” and that kind of stuff makes him very
influential. But I think this kind of anarchist spontaneity and direct
democracy, less mediated, not through necessarily the institutions, is
so important to this generation. So that in a sense, you should be
optimistic about what happened in New York and Hong Kong. It has
imprinted a whole generation of people.

Recently, you have given a talk on the conception of politics,
where you have described the phrase “means without ends”; can
you explain more about that?

Yes, I can. In terms of the music for social movements, “means
without ends” indicates something very important. When Giorgio
Agamben talks about “means without ends,” he said that Foucault
only got it half right, because he only talks about governmentality
and power, but he is not good at resistance or positive politics. The
word Agamben uses for that is “sovereignty.” Governmentality is a
means to an end, like the commodity and instrumental rationality, or
the use of algorithms for software. There is an instrumentalism in
like Google or Facebook.

Sovereignty works in a different way. It is not a means to an
end; it’s purely means that there are no ends. And I think the Occupy
Movement works like this. Because people “Occupy Everything,
Demand Nothing”; that’s the slogan. And sovereignty also means
self-organization, self-regulation, and forms of life. I think what is
going on in the Occupy Movement is a form of life, and a form of
living. These forms of living are means, that how we live as means,

13
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but without ends, no external ends. So I think this is an important
way for understanding temporary social movements. It is kind of
like, in communism, the dictatorship is a means to an end, but
anarchism do not speak the language of dictatorship. It is all
happening without any demands; these demands are ends so it’s
means without ends.

It seems that this idea is different from most other sociologists,
and which sometimes can be described as “functionalism,” right?
No, it’s not. But I can take a certain point only in the sense that these
days, when we are dealing with technology, the notion of the
“operation” is very interesting. But this kind of function is definitely
not “functionalism,” since functionalism always wants to reproduce
the social order, but we are talking about the production of a different
kind of social order. Functionalism in my thinking has ends all the
time, but the function we are talking about does not have an end. It is
a little bit more like self-organizing systems. It works like media
cybernetics, but not functionalism.

Recently you have a strong interest in research in social change,
urbanism, and culture in China, and you are learning Chinese. In
your previous book, China Constructing Capitalism: Economic life
and Urban Change, you seem to argue that the path of the
development toward capitalism in China is not western neo-
liberalism. China has constructed its own version of it, namely
local state capitalism, along with a relational and situated society.
Now you are in Hong Kong, and you go to China very often, so do
you think this idea is still right or actually you have a slightly
different version?

Maybe a tiny bit of difference because it has to do with foreground
and background. In China and its culture, the background is so
important. It is kind of like Chinese art compared with Western art;
the background and the foreground, rather than the figure, are hugely
important. And I think the same is true in economics. In the west,
before feature and rational choice, a preference schedule marks it as
neoclassical economics. The neoclassical (or neoliberal) preference
schedule, or indifference curve is in the foreground. But the Chinese
economy works in terms of the background. In terms of the economic
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forms of life in the background. Chinese local state capitalism does
work through dispossession of people, who then move out to the far
suburbs of say Shanghai, Beijing, Guangzhou. I do think that the way
that property developers and local governments work is neo-liberal.
In China there are a lot of people who want to neo-liberalize the
agriculture, even including some people in the Party. But so much of
the chinese economy works from a Confucian or Daoist logic of the
background. And in this sense it is not neoliberal at all.

People like Lv Xinyu argue publicly against this neoliberal
tendency in Chinese agriculture in the press. In the party, there is
indeed a debate, also partly outside. And I know there are some
people who want neo-liberalism a lot. They want the neo-liberalized
agriculture, and I think it is a very bad idea. I think it is important
for the Chinese to go to the collective village levels of ownership
(which is not state ownership), which is the reason why I think the
new rural movement is important.

Do you think that actually China now contributes to the global
formation of neo-liberalism?

You have done a lot of good analysis on what is going on in China
as well as the culture industries. You have a very broad view. But
probably we should not call it “neo-liberalism.” It is surely an
alternative to the World Bank, and it is clearly a foreign policy. And
it’s true Xi Jinping is doing it. It has to do with the global balance of
power. In a lot of ways, it is a quite peaceful way of doing it. Better
to build infrastructure, rather than put drones in the air in the Middle
East. I mean, it is a better type of form of policy than the US has,
which tends to be very military. The US has an extremely militaristic
form of policy, much more than the UK ever. British foreign policy
is much more culturally inflected. I do think it is a smart idea to
work on the infrastructure level. China has huge expertise, especially
in high speed railways, in ports, in the metro system; it could do
better in terms of broadband and other kinds of stuff, though now the
broadband is much better than before.

But there is an infrastructure for policy strategy that starts in
Africa. But in Africa it is partly to get the natural resources. I think it
is the Chinese government, building infrastructure in exchange for a
kind of loyalty from various countries, especially developing
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countries. And of course, some of the European countries are joining
China’s new development bank. That’s great in establishing a
multiple polar global policy. I don’t know whether we should call it
international neo-liberalism or not. Wang Huyiu for examop,e
contrasts Western foreign policy based on ‘treaty’ (starting
fromWestphalia) with a Chinese historical policy based on ‘tribute’.
The latter is not really neoclassical nor neoliberalChinese foreign
policy is becoming more trreatry-like and contractual. But there will
always be that tribute dimension. Tis tribute is a variety of the gift.
The liwu, the ritual thing, that we have in Confucian ethics.

Then, if what you describe is correct, do you think that capitalism
in China could be sustained under a non-democratic state and
top-down ruling? Do you think media, especially social media,
would help to change the situation?

I hope so. Every time when you are optimistic, you get pessimistic
again. In Guangzhou, I want to do my editorial work for the journal
Theory, Culture, and Society, but I even cannot open my Dropbox. I
do not think Dropbox has been used for social movements, unlike
Facebook or Twitter. So sometimes I get pessimistic.

Surely, growth in China is going to decline, and it has to. I
mean, China has caught up by all the years, after no growth for about
100 years. Ecologically speaking, it should slow down, maybe from
7% or 6% to 4%. In that sense, will people be upset with the Party?
Everybody thought they would; but they might not. Many Chinese
people are very interested in air pollution and the environment, but
they may be less interested in democracy. There is considerable
freedom in the arts in China. When was guest professor at Nanjing
University, there was a lot of pro-democracy sentiment among
students. But I thought it was because Nanjing is very liberally
oriented. Surely there are some, many who are interested in politics,
as much as it is not so high on their agenda. I think it will take a
long time if democracy happens in China.. Who knows? People in
China have a lot of national pride, and they did have national pride
for all these years. They wouldn’t say they are proud, but they are.
There will be something that lasts for a long time. I mean even in
Russia, they go for Putin, and Russian people are proud of him.
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I am not that optimistic. I do think social media will play a role,
and also art, since it is relatively free. And also in China, there is
WeChat, something between Facebook and WhatsApp. There are
groups of people on WeChat and it sounds like Twitter, that you may
have thousands of followers. If thousands of friends see your
postings, and each of them has hundreds of friends, then things do
get spread. And it is maybe harder to take control. And every time
you put one thing down, some other things happen. So maybe we
should be more optimistic.

In new rural reconstruction, it is a little bit top-down as well as
bottom-up. The government likes Wen Tiejun because of his thinking
in regard to environmental and rural-urban policy. Rural
reconstruction is a space of cultural change and intellectual challenge.
And ideas from scholars like Lv Xinyu or Ou Ning are important.
Something is happening on an sort of subterranean level, but not
secretly. I find I and my friends can speak openly about most things.
I know there was censor of a TV celebrity when he made a rude joke
in confidence about Chairman Mao. Somebody reported it, and he
had to apologize. But that was unusual.

So do you think the role of the media in China is still important?
Or it is only a top-down machine for propaganda?

It depends. They censor the BBC, but they never censor some others.
There are also some journals, magazines, like Gaige Kafang, and there
are some even more popular ones. And there are a lot of questions
that have been opened up. The journalists are pretty clever people
there. It is hard to keep a lid on since there are a lot of discussions
going on. So in some ways, we should be more optimistic.

Now China has a lot of creative industries, like animations, games,
and pop cultures. And recently, we have discussed a concept called
“cognitive capitalism.” How does it relate to the creative industry
in China? Can you give a view to readers? How do you consider
the relation between cognitive capitalism and creative industry?

You are much more pessimistic than I am, but probably you are right.
This morning I was reading a paper of Wang Jianlin, who is one of
the billionaires in China. Instead of opening theaters all over China,
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he is opening theaters in America. He has brought changes. His
company, Wanda, is probably a neo-liberal firm, and in that way, you
want to be a little pessimistic.

The art thing is quite open and it is huge and massive. I haven’t
seen your latest book on games, but there are many people who have
pretty good skills now. They are really good coders. And they are
people who are doing some inventive work and designs. There are
people in Tongji University for architecture designs. Also people also
make magazines, and sometimes it is a privatized one, like magazines
from Vanke, big private media stuff.

So how do all these things come together to be called as cognitive
capitalism?

I always see space for that opening. We have talked about sovereignty
in terms of the Occupy Movement and also the “means without
ends.” I think a similar thing can happen in the arts as well. Cognitive
capitalism is post-industrial, and it is based less on the top-down
structure, and it is based on the idea of pollination, where you have
Google and big firms hiring people, but the idea is that people break
away from these firms and start small ones, like incubators or projects
like that. A lot of things start like that. The trick is, how can China
offer infrastructure for people doing these kinds of things? And it is
not just the top-down style. Cognitive capitalism is based on making
stuff, and it is “knowledge-intensive,” and it also uses algorithms, but
maybe in a different way in the design. Further, it is self-organizing.

Selected Works by Scott LASH

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for Scott Lash’s
selected works



