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It is a common assumption that, in using the Internet, one is taking advantage of a 

newfound freedom; to peruse vast streams of data, to engage in exchanges of 

conversation and information, to contribute (and therefore add one’s own) subjectivity 

into an ever-expanding field of disparate perspectives. The user is able to manoeuvre 

at will, at high-speed, and re-direct course in the instant of a thought. Throughout this 

process, however, there is always the possibility of return, to stable spaces and 

familiar formats, launching points for subsequent ventures. One is granted 

immediate, unrestrained access to anything, everything, whenever.  

 

This kind of idealised language is, of course, true and false at the same time. The 

capacity of the internet to provide contact with an unprecedented wealth of 

information tends to obscure the hidden trajectories and hierarchies that are built into 

the system. Limitless movement does have its limits; sign-posts and roadblocks are 

often overlooked in the relentless rush onwards. Furthermore, one could suggest that 

the independence of the user is being gradually hedged in, narrowed and constricted, 

even as such developments maintain the illusion of freedom. In such conditions, this 

ends up meaning only a series of multiple choice decisions; the user’s ‘free’ 

decisions to surrender, piece-by-piece, their autonomy in exchange for access to 

new innovations and applications.  

 

Hyperlinks and search engines 
 

The very principle of hyperlinking, which forms the basis of interactive media, 

objectifies the process of association, often taken to be central to human 

thinking… Before, we would read a sentence of a story or a line of a poem 

and think of other lines, images, memories. Now interactive media asks us to 

click on a highlighted sentence to go to another sentence. In short, we are 

asked to follow pre-programmed, objectively existing associations. (Manovich 

2001: 61)  
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In The Language of New Media, Lev Manovich posits the deliberateness of the 

Internet, in its network of hyperlinks which subtly guide the user through a certain 

trajectory. The sequence is not permanent, nor is it unavoidable – the user can 

always retreat or sidestep any such links – but such conduits point out the contracts 

and relations that are already being established online. These may be harmless 

acknowledgments or suggestions of related materials or areas of interest, yet they 

are just as likely to signify sites under common ownership or affiliation, or (via 

exclusion) competition. Such links tend to be presented as tangential or allusive, 

while, in reality, they represent the virtual framework of the Internet, passageways 

carved into an allegedly free-floating sphere of associations and positions. The 

processes of independent human thought, outlined by Manovich, harden into 

established routes and corridors.  

 

Surely, however, this doesn’t apply to the search engine, the tabula rasa of a blank 

space that provides a range of related links to the user’s query. And yet, this 

relationship too is skewed towards hidden online hierarchies; of advertising 

purchases, of rates of linkage, and the economic realities that affect and determine 

such results. Subjectivity is encouraged in posing questions; answers, however, are 

strictly determined (and even this is challenged by the search engine's tendency to 

bring up popular searches, to finish the user's sentences and attempt to manipulate 

their choices). Julian Stallabrass notes the structures underlying the appearance of 

randomness: 

 

The competition for the first few places on the search engine lists for a query 

('flights', say, or 'fashion' or 'sex') is intense, involving complex software tricks 

and the expenditure of large resources which favours the big players. In 

general, the more a site is linked to by other sites, the more likely search 

engines are to rank it highly, but organisations or companies with large 

resources can either set up their own links, or pay for inward linking by 

others... The structure of the Web is fluid, shifting and continually contested, 

but nevertheless it has acquired a strong tendency towards homogenisation, 

closely reflecting the commercial and state powers that dominate both the 

Web and the offline world. (Stallabrass 2003: 20)  

 

In this sense, the search engine provides a space for the signifier and then produces 

a variety of signifieds. The relation is therefore true to Derrida’s reading (through 

Husserl) of the original detachment of the two, whereby an actual ethical and 
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theoretical decision is made which determines the relationship and where 

commonplace notions of the signified is merely the result of its long-term 

sedimentation in society. Economic power, aligned with marketing strategies, studies 

of user attention spans and complicated (and secretive) algorithms, ultimately 

decides which result receives an undeclared advantage through its indexical 

positioning. It is left to the deconstructive process, the flip-side to Laclau’s theory of 

hegemony, to uncover and scrutinise these relations.  

 

Social networks    
 

The phenomenon of the social network follows this same logic. In its appearance of 

ease and openness, these sites mark a gradual shrinking and territorialisation of the 

Internet, replicating the conditions of the larger system under stricter rules of 

organisation. In this stage, the models of the hyperlink and search engine remain, 

although largely within the enclosure of the specific network. The space is able to 

therefore regulate discourse, excluding dissident positions (such as pornographic or 

politically suspect materials) while maintaining an aura of inclusiveness. The sense of 

freedom and manoeuvrability is heightened through the site’s emphasis on user-

generated content, and the creation and determination of (some) material by the 

subscribed online community – even though the main structure remains in place, 

under specific (off-line) ownership. That the site’s content is essentially created, even 

donated, by users justifies this language of freedom. Similarly, the network allows for 

slight modification – through the integration of applications and adjustments – as a 

way of incorporating innovation (and therefore increasing relevance in a field dictated 

by technological development) and consolidating the loyalty of its users and 

contributors. Such an open-ended yet inherently static system, seen in popular social 

networks such as Facebook, MySpace, Bebo, LinkedIn, etc, bears a number of 

similarities to Ernesto Laclau’s writing on hegemony. His texts, while not explicitly 

about online technologies, serve as an effective model of relations of power in 

systems of signification. By overlapping his model onto the virtual one, one can hope 

to gain a better, albeit imperfect, sense of both the Internet’s freeness and its 

contraction into social networks. 

  

Essentially, the system of signification, as set out by the linguist Ferdinand de 

Saussure, is made up of differences or particularities which operate in a constellation 

of disparate positions that is nevertheless enclosed by an all-encompassing whole. 

The system or whole, of course, cannot be breached by the particularity; there is a 

344



 

dynamic difference between the two. In Laclau's terms, we see the system as the 

empty signifier, the structure that is radically different from the particles that occupy it, 

if only because, in a system made up of differences, a non-radical separation 

between system and product would suggest that the system is merely one more 

difference, and ergo, part of the system. Or one could simply quote Fredric Jameson; 

'a system that constitutively produces differences remains a system, nor is the idea 

of such a system supposed to be in kind "like" the object it tries to theorise, any more 

than the concept of dog is supposed to bark or the concept of sugar to taste sweet.' 

(Jameson 1998: 37). Either way, the positions are clear: there are specific particular 

points, interacting and conflicting with one another, and there is the whole. And yet, 

in Laclau's model, the particular can extend itself to occupy (most of) the whole, to 

establish itself as a hegemonic authority that fills the otherwise empty signifier of the 

system. How can we imagine such a process happening online? How to square 

Jameson's dynamism with Laclau's logic of hegemony? The process of equivalence 

which transforms the particular into the universal empty signifier doesn't radically 

transform or become the system so much as conform to the necessary emptiness of 

the hegemonic power. In online terms, this temporary filling means only that another 

particular position, diluted of its particularity, gets to stand in for 'freedom', 

'community', 'interactivity', all equally meaningless definitions of the internet. As 

Laclau states: 

 

How does this mechanism operate? Let us consider the extreme situation of a 

radical disorganisation of the social fabric. In such conditions… people need 

an order, and the actual content of it becomes a secondary consideration. 

‘Order’ as such has no content, because it only exists in the various forms in 

which it is actually realised, but in a situation of radical disorder 'order' is 

present as that which is absent; it becomes an empty signifier, as the signifier 

of that absence. In this sense, various political [or economic] forces can 

compete in their efforts to present their particular objectives as those which 

carry out the filling of that lack. To hegemonise something is exactly to carry 

out this filling function. (Laclau 1996: 44) 

  

‘Freedom’ would apply just as well. The analogy comes in applying Laclau's 

hegemony to the Internet itself, where a number of particular positions are diluted 

through equivalence to establish their dominance of the system. The system itself is 

essentially meaningless as a term - it signifies a disparity of particularities - but the 

newfound coalition of particular points are rendered, through their equivalence, into 
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something approaching a definition of the system. In 'real' terms, one could think of 

Google's pre-eminence on the Internet as such hegemony. It's propagation of cloud 

technologies under the rubric of 'doing good' is about as vague and malleable as any 

hegemonic empty signifier. Naturally, this position isn't inherently permanent; another 

particular will eventually usurp this role, not through political upheaval but through 

innovation and, for the fading power, obsolescence.  

 

The social network replicates this structure of difference collated under a single 

system. Yet, in this case, upheaval has been guarded against, revolution already 

accounted for and protected against. A number of 'friends' does not equate to a 

position of hegemony - it only means the user is even more integrated into an 

essentially stable system. The system itself is foolproof against internal change. 

Change is managed, kept within the structure and allowed to operate only on a 

cosmetic or recreational level. Yet does this ensure longevity? Not necessarily, the 

network is still only a prescribed space within a larger system, one that is still 

susceptible to the vagaries of taste and loyalty, and which can still slide into 

irrelevance. The structure may remain unalterable, even as its users desert it to shift 

over to another, more advanced system (or, alternatively, a ‘freer’ system). There are 

two possibilities; on the one hand, the appearance of freedom (and the freeness of 

applications to be used and / or created) might instil a sense of ownership, where the 

user has committed enough time and effort to sustain their participation in the 

system. On the other, this selfsame freeness might lead to fickleness, where users 

realise that, as their free labour has 'made' the system, they have no particular 

reason to remain attached to its, by-now archaic, structures of movement and 

communication. As Karel Dudesek of Van Gogh TV, the seminal media art group 

whose Piazza Virtuale work pre-figured user-generated content sites like Youtube, 

suggested to me, the best way to hold onto this free labour may be for such sites to 

establish a system of patronage and reward for superior contributions, to essentially 

fall back to traditional methods of maintaining a 'free' workforce. Otherwise, they may 

be reduced to watching their perfectly controlled social networks sit empty and 

abandoned (Dudesek 2008).  
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