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Spatial Technologies for the Mobile Class: 
Life in the Cooltown Ecosystem

Abstract: This paper offers a critique of Hewlett-Packard's ‘Cooltown’, a web-based vision of a
near future organized according to the logic of ubiquitous mobile technologies.  We argue that
Cooltown is prototypical of 1. utopian corporate discourses that frame mobile technologies as
only enhancing human agency and subjectivity and 2. the type of ICT ecosystems that new
mobile technologies are increasingly designed to engender.  Though seemingly benign, the
continual surveillance to which people ‘in’ Cooltown are subject in exchange for their access to
the technologies Cooltown will deploy renders such individuals more amenable than ever before
to being managed through these technologies as spatio-temporal coordinates in the machine of
global capital.  In response to this quasi-surrender of agency and control that for us Cooltown
entails, we argue for a polit ics of place, choice, and resistance in the burgeoning Mobile World
and for additional critical scholarship and alternative practices with regard to the applications
and uses of mobile and ubiquitous ICTs.

‘Keep your family close, but maintain a healthy distance’.
Ad Copy for the T-Mobile GSM network (Deutsche Telekom AG) 

New York Times, January 31, 2003

Introduction

This paper examines the narratives underlying ‘Cooltown,’ ICT giant Hewlett-Packard’s web and

streaming video-based vision of a near future organized according to the logic of ubiquitous mobile

web-based technologies.  Grounded in cross-disciplinary traditions of qualitative analysis and close

readings of cultural texts (Alasuutari, 1995; Fairclough, 1995; Lehtonen, 2000; Parker, 1999; Rose, 2001)

we focus on Cooltown (www.cooltown.com) as a prototypical example of the utopian corporate

discourses that increasingly frame mobile technologies as enhancing human agency and subjectivity. 

Such narratives have a long history of appropriating myths of human progress (Berger, 1997; Berland,

2000; Brooks, 1984; Coyne, 2001; Kling, 1996; Nye, 1997), and we question the utopian Cooltown

vision and the images and spatial dynamics of future everyday life that it advances.  Cooltown depicts a

range of individuals who rely on its networked gadgets to enjoy enhanced competitive status and mobile

pleasures.  These individuals, however, are also subject to continual surveillance, and we encourage

readers to view the videos available at the Cooltown website in order to better understand how such
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users may therefore be more amenable than ever before to being managed through these technologies as

just another cog—a spatio-temporal coordinate—in the machine of global capital.  HP’s marketing

strategy for Cooltown is organized according to the logic of science fiction and the genre’s ability to

startle people into new ways of thinking by inserting into everyday life new technologies and ways of

interacting.  As Dodge and Kitchen (2001) note, “science fiction cinema has played an important part in

shaping popular interest in cyberspace and virtual reality, and in providing an imaginal environment in

which to contemplate the technology itself, its spatial formulation, and its wider social, political and

economic implications” (p. 234).  The politics of Cooltown’s science fiction, however, is unlike recent

cyberpunk offerings with their implicit and explicit social critiques.  Cooltown—like 1940s Buck

Rogers or Flash Gordon serials—trades in a status quo, even regressive, vision of the future.

‘In’ Co oltown, ‘people, places, and things’ are all reduced to points of information within a

network implicitly o rganized according to the logic of Cartesian space—extensible, and subject not only

to a much touted ‘infinite’ entrepreneurial potential but also to surveillance, in any and all directions,

both today and tomorrow.  The difficulties—examined in detail below—are threefold.  First, the

Cooltown vision of a future ‘just around the corner’ promotes accepting the idea that human

communication and embodied experience itself are best positioned as flows of information—as a series

of continual transmissions and exchanges of data (underpinned by the capitalist logic these terms

support) rather than the broader, negotiated dynamics of conversation, understandings and embodied

maintenance of interpersonal meanings long associated with defining communication and the production

of knowledge (Myerson, 2001).  Second, such narratives encourage individuals to desire ‘mobility’ yet

avoid consideration of any deleterious social consequences that doing so might entail.  Third, in its zeal

to hype specific worldviews, a futurology narrative such as Cooltown suggests that an individual need

never exit the wrap-around technological environment specifically organised to support the expansion of

global capital.  In doing so, therefore, Cooltown helps delimit how individuals and society imagine these
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powerful technologies used in ways other than as means to increase the efficiency of labour and

consumer practices.

While recent empirical research has studied the uses and users of mobile phone technologies

(Brown, Green and Harper, 2001; Centre for Information Behaviour and Evaluation of Research (ciber),

2002; Green, 2000; Katz, 1999; Ling, 1999; Ling and Yttri, 1999; Palen, Salzman, and Youngs, 2001),

few investigations have approached new mobile and ubiquitous media technologies from a critical

cultural perspective (Myerson offers one of the few extended critiques).  The commercial narratives and

other dominant discourses (see Macdonell, 1986) from which people make meaning of these

technologies have received scant study or critique.  While space precludes commenting on the empirical

studies cited above, we find that the same techno-evolutionary discourses (Berland, 2000) that Cooltown

articulates underpin a considerable portion of the celebratory, positivist and industry-financed new

media research, including work that claims to study the ‘social impact’ of technology (we do not refer to

all empirical work, and are not the first to make this argument, see Robins and Webster, 1999).

The New Mobility, Brought to You by HP Labs

Commercial ICT interests rely on the seductions of popular culture (Grossberg, 1992; Hillis, 2000) to

promote an agenda wherein networked information machines will be everywhere in daily life—at least

for the ‘first class’ citizens of the wireless world.  Promotional materials advertise acceptance of the

assertion that spatially dispersed networking within the universal media network will bring participants

a heretofore unexperienced freedom to transcend the supposed constraints of space and time entailed by

specific labour practices and social formations (Barney, 2000; Lillie, 2003; Nakamura, 1997). 

Narratives of mobilisation rely on the same euphoric motifs of human progress that herald the

introduction of new technologies in capitalist economies (Coyne, 2001; Hayles, 1999; Herman and

Sloop, 2000; Hillis, 1999), and the ‘new mobility’ sponsored by Cooltown also stresses themes such as
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‘always connected’, ‘mobile lifestyles’, and ‘personalisation’ to equate the use of new technologies with

the emergence of significant new modes of individual agency, freedom, and experience. Technology-

centred narratives often posit that new technologies ipso facto ameliorate social issues and augment

overall quality of life.  But as de Sola Pool long noted (1990) technological diffusion operates in

contradictory and unanticipated ways.  And as Coyne has more recently argued (2001), technology-

centred narratives help frame the ways that individuals and societies imagine and (commercially) deploy

the technologies they extol.

Coincident with the 1999 Las Vegas Comdex Expo, HP announced Cooltown, ‘a new strategy

designed for the Internet age’ (Hewlett-Packard, 2003).  With Cooltown, HP seeks to reposition itself to

deliver an array of near future Web services, devices, and infrastructures organized as an information

and communication apparatus ‘where people, places and things are all connected to the Web’.  The

name, Cooltown, reflects HP’s broader marketing strategy to depict this apparatus on a series of

websites and on-line videos as a highly technologised assemblage of virtual and real places.  HP’s on-

line magazine, Mpulse, was launched in June 2001 as a monthly magazine-style section of

Cooltown.com.  Each issue offers feature articles along with five standard sections: ‘commerce’,

‘consumer’, ‘professional’, ‘thinker’, and ‘developer’.  As the section headings illustrate, Mpulse offers

content for a range of visitors.  While key aspects of these technologies (sometimes referred to

collectively as the Hypernet revolution) remain in research and development, a primary goal of

Cooltown is to publicise specific visions of new consumer technologies of the near future.  To reach a

wide audience, Mpulse features articles and videos (which are linked from the website’s front page

instead of inside specific Mpulse issues).  Mpulse’s opening paragraph announces Cooltown as HP’s

.  .  . vision of a technology future where people, places, and things are first class citizens of the
connected world, wired and wireless–a place where e-services meet the physical world, where
humans are mobile, devices and services are federated and context-aware, and everything has a
Web presence.  In Cooltown, technology transforms human experience from consumer lifestyles
to business processes by enabling mobility. Cooltown is infused with the energy of the online
world, and Web-based appliances and e-services give you what you need when and where you
need it for work, play, life.
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While Mpulse’s chief purpose is exposing customers to HP’s vision of the wireless-world of the near

future, other sections of Cooltown.com (‘CoolBase developers’) seek to promote the development of

new mobile technologies by offering some of the software code developed by HP Labs to the public

through GPL Open Source license (Shankland, 2001).  Mpulse thus functions similarly to other

commercial mobile narratives aimed at both selling consumer products and promoting anticipation for

devices not yet ready for market.  www.nokia.com and www.my-siemens.com, for example, also

provide product descriptions and sales information for wireless hardware and feature user-centered

visions of life in the ‘wireless world’.   All of t hese narratives encourage acceptance of spatially

dispersed networking articulated to a vision of subjective freedom and agency in which technology

replaces labour (while people are shown at work, images of manual labour are at a premium) and which

dovetails with the cosmopolitan, place-indifferent logics of global ‘information society’ discourses

(Lillie, 2003).

Since 1999, HP and associated independent developers have been working on prototype

Cooltown technologies.  HP has opened two ‘Cooltown demo centers’ in the U.S. and additional centres

in Geneva, Toronto, London and Singapore.  These outlets showcase the idea that ‘a place called

Cooltown’ might actually exist; and their mission reflects that of Cooltown.com and Mpulse: to bring

HP’s vision to commercial fruition.  ‘Cooltown will provide our Canadian customers with a view into

the future of mobility and inspire them to leverage technology to transform their businesses and

stimulate future growth opportunities,” lauded the Vice President of HP Canada when the Toronto

centre opened.  Almost 30 years ago Herbert Schiller noted that corporations have the most to spend on

new technologies and thus development processes favor their needs and values (Webster, 1995, p. 90),

and while Mpulse and the Cooltown videos illustrate future technologies in ‘everyday’ North American

middle class scenarios, in order to actualize the Cooltown vision of spatially distributed web-based

computing, HP’s business strategy caters to corporate interests.  HP not only desires to sell Cooltown

technologies to companies seeking to enhance labour and information flows, but also to sell the idea of
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Cooltown to corporate partners, inventors and investors who can variously assist HP in bringing its

vision of mobility to middle-class neighbourhoods and small businesses. 

Cooltown promises a form of spatially dispersed networking.  The idea of spatially dispersed

networked computing originates, in part, with the Ubiquitous Computing Program organized in 1988 at

XeroxPARC in California.  This programme is indebted to computer science engineer Marc Weiser,

whose mission was to push the field of ubiquitous computing so as to redefine ‘the entire relationship of

humans, work, and technology for the post-PC era’ (Weiser, Gold, Brown. 1999).  Weiser’s ideas

(1991) build on the work of earlier ICT engineers/techno-philosophers such as Vannevar Bush (1945)

and Douglas Engelbart (1962); and Cooltown marries Weiser’s vision of ubiquitous computing to a

Castellsian virtual world of global capital, information, and labour flows.  Manuel Castells argues that

neo liberal economic regimes and networked ICTs have fostered a new mode of development:

informationism now organises the social as an array of flows of information, capital, technology, and

culture.  Flows ‘are the expression of processes formulating our economic, political, and symbolic

life…the material support of the dominant processes in our societies will be the ensemble of elements

supporting such flows, making materially possible their articulation in simultaneous time’ (Castells,

2000, p. 442).  As if informed by these processes Castells describes, the on-line video ‘Cooltown’

portrays everyday life embedded within this world of flows; networked technologies bridge any

anticipated fissures that might interrupt the smooth ‘friction-free’ flow of capital circulating under the

guise of information.  In this technology-dependent yet seemingly transparent environment labour is an

abstracted commodity in the unbroken flow of capital (Robins and Webster, 2000). 

The narrative of mobile privatisation popularised by corporate interests stands in contrast to the

embodied, frequently cynical experiences of users.  Some empirical studies suggest that many users are

overwhelmed by the constant attention to the network required when one is always on-line, disciplined

through information overload and mechanical hardware, and made to bear the material and ontological

weight of wearable gadgets promoted as necessary for humans to be ‘mobile’, ‘connected’, and ‘free’
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(Green, 2002, p. 288; Hill, Hawkins, and Miller, 1996).  One is never fully alone nor entirely with others

(no matter where one is), yet somehow both at once by virtue of one’s interface with an ‘interactive’

digital device.  Such experience speaks to the increasing interpenetration of the virtual and physical

worlds, an issue dealt with at length by Dodge and Kitchin (2001a).  Our concern, however, is not

nostalgic; we do not call for the reintroduction of a binary between the two.  Rather, we are concerned

that this do-it-yourself dynamic, sometimes referred to as ‘disintermediation’, also encourages users to

identify and understand themselves as equivalent to their ‘exact’ spatial coordinates in a mediated

world.  Such coordinates, however, are those of location-aware technical devices that are often at

loggerheads with direct sensation, the specific materiality of places, and the distinctions among data,

information, knowledge and wisdom.  Surveillance is normalised—every thing and everyone in

Cooltown has the equivalent of a URL-like readable code so that even ‘your appliances can know who

you are, where you are, and what’s going on around you’.  Surveillance, benign or otherwise, constitutes

the mobile ground zero on which individuals in Cooltown organize, perform, and experience their

understandings of the world.  This wireless future networks the power of Bentham’s Panopticon, its

flexible possibilities for control, and the device’s ‘purpose-built structures to classify, contain, order,

and integrate’ (Sack, 1986, p. 181).  At the same time, moreover, the hype-inflected promotion of

narratives such as HP’s to accept as a given fact the inevitability of a form of mobility t hat, while

planned, is not yet commercially available, works on the part of many users to delimit consideration of

the loss of a less mediated sense of place, the kinds of knowledge and experience not related to being

connected to a network, or of the restricted future for unsurveilled space these devices portend.  By

encouraging viewers to identify with  being a part of the ‘next’  thing, these narratives confirm the logic

of the progress myth (the future will be better than today), yet inflected as they are by corporate



Mobile  Class, 9

interests, they position progress as less about attaining ‘the good life’ and the critical reflection doing so

entails and more about ‘getting the goods’ on time. 

‘There’s this place called Cooltown’: Living the Cooltown Vision

While the most recent issue of Mpulse is always linked from Cooltown.com’s front page, site

organisation makes it easiest for individuals to view the three Cooltown videos.  Two, ‘Cooltown

Rocks’ and ‘The Digital Conversation’, build on the narratives first promoted in ‘Cooltown’ , the

original video that was part of the first issue of Mpulse.  The opening of ‘Cooltown’ the video lauds

Cooltown technologies’ ability to be there ‘wherever’ and especially ‘whenever you need them’.   The

introduction is followed by several scenarios depicting mobile technologies as taking an active roll in

the daily routines of capitalist systems of exchange.  Scenario one features a businessman driving a

mini-van along a country road (see Figure 1).  He first says ‘play voice mail’.  V iewers see that his

vehicle’s windshield doubles as a visual display for digital content, taking the place of a voicemail

system.  Although the driver interacts with the display through voice commands–deleting messages–his

eyes frequently glance at the display.  Suddenly the car’s voice interrupts: ‘warning, breakdown

imminent, CarTrak recommends immediate service.’  Viewers understand that cars in the ‘near future’

will participant in a vast ecosystem of automotive and transportation services.  ‘Oh no. My meeting!’

the driver exclaims.  But the vehicle’s calming male voice has the solution: ‘To locate the nearest

service station turn right. . .’  The soundtrack picks up, and the van soon enters the repair facility.  An

attendant greets the driver by name: ‘Hi, Terry Carleson?  CarTrak alerted us that you were on your

way’.  We then see that CarTrak has called a cab.  Terry will make his noon meeting because Cooltown

has facilitated the up-to-the-minute-demands that capital makes of mobile labour.
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Figure 1.  Screen shot from ‘Cooltown’             

In the second scenario, we see a saleswoman relying on her mobile phone-like device to rehearse

preparations for a pending presentation.  As her colleague with whom she speaks makes the final

touches to their presentation, the saleswomen sees a SUV parked outside the lobby she is crossing: ‘Hey

Marcy, won’t a Lincoln Navigator make a great symbol for the demographic?’  She points her cellphone

at the vehicle and an image of a Navigator loads on its handheld screen.   The cellphone has read the

SUV’s embedded URL and transmitted it to Marcy ‘just in time’ to make the winning changes to their

presentation.  Entering the presentation room our saleswoman passes the competition on its way out. 

‘Mr. Caruthers and Mr. Brown’ carry an outmoded poster-board chart that signals an equivalency

between their lack of agency and lack of mobile gadgetry.  The saleswoman begins her presentation by

beaming an image of the Navigator onto a windowed wall that forms the backdrop to the presentation

room.  Playing to a sense of irony, the saleswoman later remarks, ‘sometimes you just get lucky’, but

viewers appreciate that her success owes more to information machines than to luck.  The saleswoman

is a competent liberal subject, a flow.  She only attains full agency within the network.  Her mobile

devices articulate her subjectivity to the global information network and facilitate her range of action

within it.  Together, devices and individual form a mobile unit of labour, a spatial node in the network. 

In a ‘place where everybody and everything is connected wirelessly through the world wide web’, the
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competition, Caruthers and Brown, is ‘out of place’, out of the digital loop, lacking the technologies to

render it sufficiently ‘mobile’, ‘cool’ (and competitive).  

In depicting a near future where business and social relations, fashion, vehicles and interior

settings remain familiar, and in limiting what is shown to scenes of daily life most amenable to

technological make-over ‘sometime soon’ (techniques drawn from science fiction narratives), Cooltown

reinscribes existing hierarchies into the future; people theoretically remain equal, but with the latest

gadgets, some are more equal, more mobile than others.  Cooltown, then, evinces a fundamentally

conservative premise—profound technological change comes with no social costs.  The scenarios just

described suggest that acquiring mobile technologies results overwhelmingly in additional

empowerment.  Yet as Robins and Webster argue, ‘a major achievement of the capitalist imaginary has

been the colonization of the future–and that means the colonization of possibility’ (2000, p. 235). 

Narratives like Cooltown elide the uncertainty prevalent in a world that hinges its welfare on inherently

unstable economic systems.  From Robins’ and Webster’s perspective, the proliferation of such

narratives achieves a ‘capitalist enclosure of the future’ (p. 235).  Narratives such as Cooltown obscure

the dominance of informational capitalism and the seeming post-ideological lack of real alternatives to

it.   Yet Cooltown fully embraces the dominant ideology, promoting a vision of a libertarian social utopia

that anticipates the perfection of ‘friction-free’ capitalism.  Commodities, ‘flexible’ labour, and capital

flow without impediment, and social flows follow along (at least for Cooltown’s ‘first class’).

However, though everyone seeks to be a winner, as the men who lose the contract to the

technology-savvy saleswoman confirm, even in Cooltown there are losers. The dog-eat-dog social

Darwinism running just beneath its shiny surface is normalized, ‘cool’ even.  Acquiring more

technology equals ‘more’ self-improvement, and the top dogs have the latest ‘killer apps’.  The

surveilled haves are increasingly ‘flexible’ knowledge workers, while the have-nots who lack the new

mobility are literally out of the picture and off the grid.  Cooltown itself is a synthesis of virtual space

and mobile technologies promoted as essential for success and survival at the ‘frontier’ of global
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capitalism.  While the videos promote individual success, most people are shown as being alone and

Cooltown technologies, then, also will serve as band-aids to mask the erosion of embodied contact

among individuals serving as cogs in the neo-Hobbesian new information order.  In the final scenario

we examine from ‘Cooltown’, an African-American office worker presses his thumb to a scanner at the

entrance of an office building.  ‘Congratulations, Bob, and welcome!  You are the winner of the

illustrious service award!’ enthuses the door’s male voice.  Congratulated next by the office printer

(‘you are my favourite human’) and then the drink machine, Bob bubbles with pride as he reaches his

cubicle.  An overworked employee, Bob may need a little attention and Cooltown technologies are up to

the task.  Sitting at his desk, he next receives a video call on his PC.  It is his wife: ‘congratulations, Bob

. . . you forgot to take out the garbage today . . . again’.  Here a long-running sitcom joke of middle class

heterosexual domesticity plays out.  Male job satisfaction is shattered by an inability to perform

mundane household chores.  If Cooltown technologies do not take out the trash, neither will they alter

the socialisation of gender roles.  In Cooltown, dominant social roles self-perpetuate through the

network, lest any obstruction of flows provoke a crisis in the tightly-knit and highly panopticised socio-

economic system.  Recognising the demands that capital places on labour, such as long hours working

alone, Cooltown elevates human-computer interaction to one of fraternisation.  While Bob’s

camaraderie with sycophantic machines can be read as an ironic comment in sync with the wry knowing

wink so central to selling products in the contemporary marketplace, the consequences attending the

cognitive and social integration of individuals with new media ecosystems go unacknowledged.  It is

perhaps significant that Bob, the protagonist of the video’s final segment, is African American.  He

displays less agency than the other citizens of Cooltown we have just encountered.  Articulating race in

this fashion (and connecting it to gendered expectations) may make it easier to render Bob as

completely inscribed as the object of discourse.  Yet Bob also signifies Cooltown’s ideal subject—one

in whom labour and technology together compromise a techn‘ , a way of being in the world, (Heidegger,

1997; Herman and Swiss, 2000, p. 1-2), operationalised by the increasingly dispersed power of capital.
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The End of Politi cs, Cooltown Style

‘Cooltown Rocks’ instructs viewers that ‘now the cyber and the real world work together, is that not

cool?’ and it is clear that ‘looking to get connected’ means accessing a URL.  The ways by which

humans are identified, experience, and labour begin to shed their late-modern demarcations: ‘just around

the corner’ it will be more difficult to distinguish among humans, the technologies upon which they

increasingly will rely, and the shiny corporate surfaces and spaces on and in which they will ‘circulate’. 

The unit of labour becomes the saleswoman and her cellphone device; Bob, his desktop PC and his AI

friends.  These cyborgs are always on the move and ‘The Digital Conversation’ promotes the idea that

networked ICTs will constitute a ‘Cooltown Express’ equivalent to an actual rapid transit system or

‘people mover’.  These technologies will serve as flow managers—control mechanisms (Deleuze, 1992)

working to ensure the organisation of bodies and actions (Foucault, 1977) and the requisite exchange of

information.  While power may not be fully produced in the network, it is, at least in part, maintained

through networked processes designed to 1. ensure that human factors do not breach the flow of capital

or consumption and 2. demand the disciplining of bodies that are conceived as ever more flexible and

accommodating to the technologies and geographies of capital.  Everyone and everything in Cooltown

has its own identifying URL, a virtual reality far exceeding, for example, recent Bush administration

proposals for ‘Total Information Awareness’ (TIA) (Wired News, 2002; Wired News, 2002a). 

Wherever Bob is within the office building his whereabouts are known, a fact to which he is fully

accustomed.  Waking life under the gaze of information machines is normalised.   These machines

disperse aspects of individual subjectivity (Hillis,1999; Lillie, 2002; Manovich, 2001; Poster, 2001,

2001a) within the network for potentially constant surveillance of labour and behaviour (Barney, 2000;

Brignall, 2002; Lyon, 1994).  

The Cooltown world relies on subjects such as Bob for his highly disciplined labour, but it also

requires him to simultaneously fulfill the role of consumer.  In a similar fashion to that depicted in the

feature film Minority Report (2002), wherever Bob goes customized services access his URL to appeal
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to his already catalogued tastes.  Doubly articulated, Bob forms part of an archive, and he flows as on-

demand labourer and ever-ready consumer.  The character of his taste is shaped by the audiovisual

appeals that flow to him through the network of which he already forms a part.  Cooltown and its

competition, then, will rely on networked information machines to maintain control over what Barney

refers to as  he complex demands and outputs of an increasingly system-saturated existence (2000, p.

103).  With human agency distributed within a nodal network ascribing human bodies the functions of

labour and consumption, we see again the enclosure of possibilities for the future.  It might not be far

from the truth to argue that in the timeless time of Cooltown there is no future, no room for political

difference or embodied activity outside of the network where everything is branded and subject to

surveillance ncluding the household pet.  Critique, then, as Scott Lash (2002) argues, will become

increasingly difficult because the informational capitalism constituting the core values and immaterial

spaces of Cooltown  world of data will have no need and, indeed, no unmonitored space for critique 

self-reflexive quality to gestate and take place.  Applying George Myerson  observations about the

ongoing corporatist strategy to narrow the meaning of  ommunication to one fully consonant with the

logic of commerce, we suggest that Cooltown  convergent spaces will not only constitute a  orld in

which your diary is your wallet but also one  hich cannot distinguish between a credit card transaction

and a conversation  world where the ideal conversation aspires to the condition of a credit card

transaction (2001, p.65). 

We have noted that corporate web-based promotions of a wireless future contain no vision of

any social costs that might attend the realization of this vision.  Whereas even a Hollywood science

fiction such as Minority Report illustrates how ubiquitous computing, media, and communication

technologies together serve simultaneously as constant commercial media montage and state

surveillance tool, Cooltown narratives suggest that technologies themselves will erase negative

consequences.  Grossberg  notion of disciplined mobilisation is useful here.  In Cooltown, politics (as

well as the underclass) are rendered invisible eyond the ken of the web (it  difficult to give a political
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belief a URL).  The various forms of disintermediated agency on view seem uninterested in anything

beyond the network and the commodities available through it ( ooltown Rocks asks viewers to  hink of

the world as a webpage . . . richer than you ever imagined .  Rather, the network itself is equated with

daily life and ontological reality.   As Grossberg argues:

The disciplined mobilization of everyday life secures the erasure of any reality, which is outside
of its maps . . . Everything becomes comprehensible only within the mobile terms of everyday
experience.  Thus, what is erased is the very possibility of the political as a domain which both
exceeds and transcends the everyday here seems to be no way out of everyday life, as if
maintaining a life-style was a full time job which absorbed people  energy and time.  The very
speed and direction of their mobilities eem to lock people into the disciplined mobilization 
expanding exclusivities.  And the only source of mobility wit hin its circuits is capital itself.
(1992, p. 300-03)

Disciplined mobilisation, then, describes the ongoing transformation of everyday life into a closed

environment where people are isolated monads connected through technology and operating in venues

where the political has been superseded or banished.  Marketing campaigns for  obile lifestyles are part

of a disciplined mobilisation articulated to a belief that technology will somehow magically solve the

problems that politics has not (albeit such narratives typically only portray the amelioration of personal

problems, never social ones).  To a citizenry encouraged by mass media to view political life as filled

with fraud and deception, and politics as a kind of  vent or spectacle instead of an ongoing process of

negotiation and conversation, a vision such as Cooltown, in exchange for accepting constant

surveillance and an identity based, in part, on flexible rootlessness, promises technologically-enhanced

agency, including the services and hardware to impart such  astery   Yet just as the Net/PC apparatus had

negative consequences that were not immediately or frequently represented (e.g. new forms of

surveillance and disciplinary regimes for work schedules and the body), the new ubiquitous mobile

media will engender consequences as significant as their networks are wide.  Only this time, stepping

away from the web may no longer be so easy, in part because doing so is already being depicted as

undesirable and even incomprehensible.  And so we need to ask . . . 
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Will Cooltown Have An Off Switch?  

Possibilities For An Everyday Politics Of Place

In discussing cyberfiction such as Bill Gibson  Neuromancer or Neal Stephenson  SnowCrash, Dodge

and Kitchen (2001a, p. 206) argue that  t]he wider challenge for present-day critical theorists and on-

the-ground activists is to construct a set of oppositional politics that prevents this dystopian vision

becoming reality; that engages with the erosion of public space and contests the new spatialities of

surveillance, governance, and poverty being constructed . . .   We note that dispersed wireless

computing increasingly extends the web far beyond the PC  home and office domains.  The web 

colonisation of lived spaces poses challenges for how we think about the role of networked media in

everyday life.  Cooltown, with its specific depictions of the integration of virtual and material spaces,

together with its vision for capital  full appropriation of the power of information machines, represents

only one way to think about the future.  As a marketing strategy, however, Cooltown itself flows from

an already established mass-mediated understanding of identity detached from locality.  In 1976 Ted

Relph could already write about the sense of placelessness organising modern life, and the detached 

osmopolitan sense of identity promoted by Cooltown reflects the ongoing shrinkage and seeming

superfluity of those parts of the lived world not part of the network.  In the ‘age of mobility’ those

connected to a ubiquitous network need never lose track of where they are.  Yet neither will it be easy

for them to pretend they are someone else (a common early cyberspace narrative) if their very bodies are

always linked to the network.  

As noted above, some recent studies of mobile phone users show that some, particularly those

who do not freely chose to ‘be mobile,’ resent the technology’s disruption of private, intimate times and

places.  Increasingly, however, refusing to be mobile has more to do with active resistance than choice. 

If one lived in a place remotely like Cooltown, ‘resisting’ mobility would only be feasible for the

underclass and social outcasts.  As Minority Report suggests, the mobile world is not only about the

ear/phone but also about the eye/screen—an ongoing, potentially exhausting, hyper-mediated visual
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experience in which the eye will not rest long on any one screen.  Constant, competing demands for the

subject’s attention seem likely to be overbearing in the new ecosystem and may lead to unanticipated

responses ranging from tuning out, to active resistance, to ADHD-inflected social interactions.  For

some of the participants in the studies noted above, turning the cell phone off at certain times constituted

a refusal to always be available and connected.  Yet the always-on aspect of Cooltown’s ubiquitous

media does not allow the businessman, for example, to decide what to do when his car breaks down. 

Thus, elements of technological design help determine the nature of one’s moment-by-moment

relationship with the network and, therefore, what might constitute resistance to it.  

A politics of the everyday in the burgeoning mobile world implies the wily ability of individuals

and groups to exert control over aspects of the networked apparatus (as opposed to networked machines

acting as control technologies).  We can look to examples from the wired Internet where companies

have been forced to reckon with the will of users to reduce pop-up windows and to institute privacy

guidelines for their sites, while others have facilitated users’ desire to share files for free.  Furthermore,

at this early stage in the commercialisation of ubiquitous mobile technologies, even mildly alternative

narratives such as Minority Report that illustrate the potential application of these technologies towards

an over-mediated and intrusive techno-ecosystem are vital for helping individuals and societies to

envision what they do and do not want their everyday lives to be like and to resist some of the visions

(wholesale or a la carte) of big business and its effor ts to bring such a world into existence.  Even if

Minority Report and Cooltown differ in their dystopian versus utopian conceptions of the future, there

are those for whom either vision constitutes a beckoning tomorrow confirming that the progress myth

will best be realized through ever greater integration between society and its information machines. 

Thus, at a minimum, a politics of place in the mobile world would entail the ability and willingness to

choose when, where and to what extent one wants to be connected.  The ability to do so has much to do

with how and why both mainstream and alternative information machines are designed and distributed. 
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However, the willingness of users to seek and exercise real control–far beyond choosing among

different cellphone faceplates or monthly access plans–will be determined in part by how successful

narratives such as Cooltown are at convincing individuals to buy into an ecosystem predicated on

corporations making the key decisions about the kind of world in which we would like to live.
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