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Abstract: 

Historicizing Digital Media in the Middle East: The Geopolitical Aesthetic of Imperial 
Infrastructures and Neoliberal Symptoms For media and information studies scholars, the 
Middle East has become a promising site to develop theories of digital media and political 
transformation, with an emphasis on emergent networked publics. Most of these works, 
however, have had little say about the United States and other Western colonial power’s 
legacy of occupation, ongoing violence, and strategic interests in the region (Aouragh & 
Chakravartty, 2016).1 In response, this paper is interested in re-narrating the history of 
digital media in the context of the Middle East by situating them as infrastructures of 
imperial and neoliberal practices at large. The systems produced and maintained by 
computational technologies, including from military to financial systems, cannot be thought 
in isolation from the petro-politics and investments in wars, security, real estate, arts, and 
high-tech industry taking place in the region all at once. Therefore, it is necessary to trace 
connections between aesthetics, violence, and capital within a transnational context. In the 
face of its recurring crises, we need to direct our attention to the extractive mechanisms of 
capitalism including from financial speculations to racialized labor patterns. For instance, we 
need to situate the growing investments in the high-tech industry made by the states of the 
Arabian Gulf within the changing dynamics of class formation in the region, regional 
alliances/conflicts, and global power. This is why I draw upon Fredric Jameson’s notion of 
cognitive mapping, a process through which individuals or collectivities render their places 
in a capitalist world system and its historicity intelligible. In this regard, I look at artworks 
that tackle this aesthetic problem by offering social imaginaries, whether utopic or dystopic 
narratives about the region and beyond. Ultimately, I hope to make a methodological as 
well as a political argument about historicizing digital media in the Middle East as a 
reflection of the global patterns of extractive capitalism. 
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