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Good KARMA: Détourning the Reading Device in Electronic Literature

Chris Arnold

The University of Western Australia

My creative writing project, Zero Day, is a verse novel in three parts. Part Three, the form of 
which is the subject of this paper, was written to be displayed on the phones of nearby observers, 
preferably without their consent. To achieve this last, I selected the KARMA attack as my 
vector. A KARMA attack is used to create a rogue wireless network—put simply, the book 
will advertise a wireless network that looks like one the reader’s phone already recognises. 
Despite rogue wireless networks being passive exploits, I hope that the form will contribute an 
element of surprise, contribute to what Zero Day might say about its geopolitical situation, 
and contribute to the reader’s understanding of their digital risk profile. I’ll be arguing cases 
for these three points.

0x00: BOF. KARMA—geddon? chameleon? 

My creative writing project, Zero Day, is a verse novel in three parts. The story is a 
fictionalisation of events that happened to some very dear friends; it follows a mother 
and son as they live with the young man’s brain injury, suffered on day zero. The 
characters and their real-life counterparts live in Perth, Western Australia, on stolen 
Whadjuk Noongar Country. Zero Day is conceived as an installation piece (a partially 
hollowed-out book with embedded touchscreen). Each part takes a different form 
and follows a different focaliser character. Part One follows the mother, and its form 
is relatively conventional: verse written for the printed page. Part Two is written to 
appear on the embedded screen, in a maps- (or Google Earth–) like interface. Part Two 
follows a character of my devising, an urban wanderer that retells the events; arranged 
by geography rather than time. Part Three follows the son (the narrator refers to him 
as The Kid), and its form is the subject of this paper. Part Three was written to be 
displayed on the phones of nearby observers with minimal reader intervention, by 
using a ‘KARMA attack’. A KARMA attack creates a rogue wireless network—put 
simply, the book will advertise a wireless network that looks like one the reader’s 
phone recognises.1 If the reader’s device makes a connection, a poem will pop up and 
cycle through the 16 poems of Part Three.2  

To exhibit Zero Day, I imagine a gallery setting would be the ideal way to stage 
the intervention: readers will be primed to expect something unusual and to look 
at information accompanying the object. For the book to be informative about any 
information security (infosec) principles (an idea I’ll discuss later), it ought to be staged 
in a consensual space with signage to make readers aware of what might happen. It 
will include digital (and paper, ideally) take-home information sheets for readers who 
want to learn some simple intrusion countermeasures.3 I’d like for readers to (at least) 

1  Strictly, device rather than phone: it could be a watch, tablet, laptop, etc.
2  The popup is done with a ‘captive portal’ which, despite the vaguely threatening 
name, is a standard feature of wireless devices.
3  The NSA, for example, has a really good one for more advanced users, (currently) at: 
‘Mobile Device Best Practice,’ National Security Agency, accessed July 26, 2022, https://media.
defense.gov/2021/Sep/16/2002855921/-1/-1/0/MOBILE_DEVICE_BEST_PRACTICES_FINAL_
V3%20-%20COPY.PDF. 
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learn enough about their phone’s security settings to defend themselves against easy 
modes of exploitation.

Despite its name, my project is far from a virtuosic hacking performance. The 
KARMA attack is some 18 years old at the time of writing, and the vulnerabilities 
it depends on are patched out of modern devices—I can’t hook my optimistically 
named ‘New iPad’ from 2011. This is an institutional project (my PhD project) and 
my institution doesn’t seriously teach or research infosec, so reader device safety is 
paramount for this implementation. I chose a rogue wireless network for my book’s 
platform because it’s a reasonably passive exploit; it’s a non-intrusive technique and 
its effects are voided as soon as the reader walks away. Despite its passivity, a rogue 
wireless network is still an attack that (I hope) will contribute an element of surprise, 
contribute to what Zero Day might say about its geopolitical situation, and contribute 
to the reader’s understanding of their digital risk profile. I’ll be arguing cases for these 
three points.

But first (and very briefly), how a KARMA attack works: it’s a variant of the evil 
twin, in which a wireless network is made with the same name as a trusted network.4 
If the device does not take steps to verify the identity of the network, the malicious 
network can be used to eavesdrop on the victim’s communications. Or, in my case, 
to send them some poetry. The evil twin is pretty basic stuff, the digital equivalent 
of putting a neighbour’s house number on your letterbox to intercept their mail. A 
KARMA attack is only slightly more advanced—the attacker does not need to know 
in advance what to call the evil twin. Mobile devices have a designed-in desperation 
for wireless access. When not connected to their favourite network, they periodically 
broadcast their list of preferred networks (a Preferred Network List or PNL). One of 
the problems with wireless communications is that they tend to be omnidirectional—
they radiate in a (more or less) sphere from the broadcasting device.5 Anyone in range 
can listen for PNL broadcasts and create a network with a name they have scraped out 
of the aether. 

This kind of wireless ‘testing’ is common practice in infosec, but I suspect not 
so well-known outside those contexts. Readers might be familiar with viruses and 
other kinds of malicious software (malware). Other artworks have made features of 
malware or been classified as malware. These include Guo O Dong’s The Persistence 
of Chaos (2020) and biennale.py by Eva and Franco Mattes (2001). These artworks put 
the invisible (a computer’s malware infection) on display, but they arguably fail to 
speak to the individual observer’s particular relationship with their device. Zac Gage’s 
Lose/Lose (2009) succeeds in this way, with every enemy in a retro shoot-em-up game 
representing a file on the user’s disk. Kill an enemy, delete a file. Reminiscent of the 
2001 Tekken Torture Tournament staged by Eddo Stern and Mark Allen, in which Tekken 
3 players received electric shocks, Lose/Lose requires the reader’s intervention to install 
and run, which is quite a different experience to that proposed by Zero Day—proximity 
to the book is the only intervention required. Moreover, Zero Day cannot be classified 
as malware: nothing is installed or run on the reader’s device, aside from normal web 
content.

An advantage of the KARMA approach is that it has a backup mode. A 
consensual reading experience is available alongside the ‘evil’ one: the book advertises 
an open wireless network (called ‘Free Wifi’; it’s on the known beacon list and appeals 
to me in a hacker-kitsch way) that operates in the same way, automatically displaying 
the poetry. 

4  The seminal paper behind the KARMA attack is Dino A. Dai Zovi and Shane A. 
Macaulay, ‘Attacking Automatic Wireless Network Selection,’ Proceedings of the 2005 IEEE 
Workshop on Information Assurance and Security, (2005): 365–72.
5  This is, of course, one of the affordances of wireless networking too—conveniences 
and vulnerabilities often travel in pairs.
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‘Hacker’ is a loose term, but for the purposes of this discussion I’ll be sticking to 
the dude-at-a-keyboard-in-a-hoodie kind of hacker.6 I think the ‘hacker text’ is 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual sequence of a KARMA attack. 7

 
a good home for experimental and activist poetry. In Digital Poetics, Loss Pequeño 
Glazier argues that experimental poetry historically finds expression in new media. 
Additionally, I think there are synergies in the ways that experimental poetry and 
hacking approach language and its uses.8 Neither hackers nor poets address their 
subject head-on, in whatever way is considered conventional in the speech act’s 
context. Both can deploy techniques of circumlocution; layering registers of language 
or distinct languages; or obfuscation and misdirection. Charles Bernstein writes that 
‘clarity in writing is a rhetorical effect, not a natural fact’.9 Poetry and hacking (which

6  For discussions of the many meanings of ‘hacker’, see, for example, Chapter One 
of Tim Jordan, Hacking (Cambridge: Polity, 2008). Jordan’s discussion is a good survey of 
conceptions and even mentions McKenzie Wark’s class-led inquiry into hackers as a social 
and economic class, where Wark works from the premise that ‘Hackers create the possibility 
of new things entering the world’ (para. 004); effectively, anyone that produces innovations 
of any kind. See McKenzie Wark, A Hacker Manifesto (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2004), para. 004. Jordan ultimately rejects Wark’s definition as too broad to be useful (Jordan, 
Hacking, 6–9), and even Jordan’s is too broad for my purposes here. For ‘dude’: the stock image 
is always a man. It’s a problem. See Allison Parrish, ‘Programming is Forgetting: Toward a 
New Hacker Ethic,’ Open Transcripts, presented on 10 July, 2016, accessed December 15, 
2021, http://opentranscripts.org/transcript/programming-forgetting-new-hacker-ethic/. For a 
more low-level historical discussion of how ingrained masculine mastery is to the language of 
computer science, see Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, Programmed Visions (MIT Press, 2013), 29–34.
7 SVGs sourced from Wikimedia Commons. Source SVGs from Wikimedia Commons. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Wifi.svg: CC-BY-SA-3.0 License; https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Linecons_speech-bubble.svg: CC-BY-3.0 License, image modified; 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Smartphone_-_The_Noun_Project.svg: CC-C0-1.0 
License.
8  Loss Pequeño Glazier, Digital Poetics (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 
2002), 22–28.
9  Charles Bernstein, Attack of the Difficult Poems (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 2011), 75. This idea persists in Bernstein’s writing, back to essays anthologised in The 
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Book.
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Figures 2-5. Zero Day prototype10.

10 Images sourced by the author.
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is not to suggest that those are the only uses of language that do so) can serve as 
reminders of this principle—Glazier writes, ‘Materiality is important because writing 
is not an event isolated from its medium but is, to varying degrees, an engagement 
with its medium’.11 Hacks and poems represent deep engagement with language: 
exploration of the distortions that languages can suffer to produce new effects. As such, 
the two modes of writing are well suited to resisting normative modes of expression 
and contributing something new to social and political discourses. However, to quote 
Joseph Tabbi: ‘the post-digital is no place for avant-gardes’.12 I am, perhaps, claiming a 
natural home for experimental poetry because that’s what I do, but I hope that others 
will find scope for expressiveness in infosec practices and communities. I would be 
interested to see what others make. 

0x01:  Pen-Poetics13

Hacking is, to borrow an idea from Guy Debord and the Situationists, a kind of 
détournement.14 Détournement is translated as ‘hijacking’, ‘misappropriating’, or 
‘diverting’, among others.15 Google also has ‘rerouting’, which is appropriate from a 
code/logic perspective. These are good analogies for the act of hacking a computer, and 
although the object of hacking differs in substance from Situationism’s artistic targets, 
I think that similar cultural and philosophical critiques might be viable goals of the 
two practices. Debord and Wolman endorse appropriating and recontextualising; in 
their article, they give Marcel Duchamp’s Mona Lisa with a moustache as a prototypical 
example. Of potential sources and their effects, they write,

Any elements, no matter where they are taken from, can be used to 
make new combinations. The discoveries of modern poetry regarding 
the analogical structure of images demonstrate that when two objects 
are brought together, no matter how far apart their original contexts 
may be, a relationship is always formed. Restricting oneself to a personal 
arrangement of words is mere convention. The mutual interference 
of two worlds of feeling, or the juxtaposition of two independent 
expressions, supersedes the original elements and produces a synthetic 
organization of greater efficacy. Anything can be used.16

Tinkering with an ‘arrangement of words’, then, is within détournement’s remit, 
and that’s exactly what hackers (and experimental poets) do: craft messages to be 
weaponised against the system. Slippage between the system (computing platform) 
and The System is intentional here. I’m primarily targeting smartphones in my 
project; the smartphone is not only emblematic of consumer capitalism (its rapid 
obsolescence; its pre- and post-consumer toxic waste as economic externality), it has 
become instrumental in consumer capitalism: a single source of texts to generate and 
satisfy desire. The phone is an important site of reading, and I see its détournement as 
a potent method for speaking back to hegemonic structures.

11  Glazier, Digital Poetics, 23.
12  Jospeh Tabbi, ‘Introduction,’ The Bloomsbury Handbook of Electronic Literature (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2017), 7.
13  Pen, as in ‘pen[etration]-testing’, not as in PEN International—this is definitely not the 
forum to suggest supporting your local PEN chapter.
14  Guy Debord and Gil J. Wolman, ‘A User’s Guide to Détournement,’ trans. Ken Knabb, 
Bureau of Public Secrets, accessed October 20, 2021, http://www.bopsecrets.org/SI/detourn.
htm. The Situationists (or Lettrists) were an anticapitalist art movement of post-war France, 
best known for their concept of psychogeography and their slogans deployed in the Paris 
1968 student actions. The slogans turn up in all sorts of places, notably Malcolm McLaren’s 
Kings Rd shop in the 1970s. A couple of other examples are Napoli Is Not Nepal’s 2009 album 
title Boredom is Always Counterrevolutionary and Anwen Crawford’s No Document (2021). Guy 
Debord is the most prominent figure, known for Society of the Spectacle.
15  ‘Misappropriation’ and ‘diversion’ from Eliot Borenstein, Pussy Riot: Speaking Punk to 
Power (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2021), 12.
16  Debord and Wolman, ‘A User’s Guide to Détournement.’
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0x02: A Hacker’s Guide to Détournement

Debord and Wolman assert four conditions for artistic intervention to count as 
détournement. First (and essential for all kinds of détournement) is the condition 
that ‘[i]t is the most distant détourned element which contributes most sharply to 
the overall impression, and not the elements that directly determine the nature of 
this impression’.17 In making my parallels between détourned artwork and hacking, 
I take Debord and Wolman’s distance to refer to a certain irony at work in the 
détournement’s manipulation of language: the manipulation of signifiers alone does 
not make a statement, but their placement in context does.18 Here I see a correlation 
between poetry and hacking: the exact instance of language manipulation is rarely the 
point of interest; what the writer does with language generates the potential for social 
impact. A good example might be the acquisition of bitcoin in ransomware attacks, like 
the one that impacted UK hospitals in 2017.19 I’m using 2017’s ‘WannaCry’ example 
for double duty: first, I’d like to insist that I have no wish to endorse bad behaviour 
(not very bad behaviour, at least; more in the order of civil disobedience than serious 
crime).20 Second, the encryption and ransom part of WannaCry is only the payload: a 
vulnerability to unauthorised code execution must be exploited before the ransom is 
possible. Therein lies the hack—accessing files is the hard part; encrypting them and 
asking for ransom is easy. Similarly, the KARMA attack itself is not the goal of my 
project—as far as exploits go, it’s old hat.21 Rather, I am interested in how the attack 
might draw the reader’s attention to certain geographical, political, and technical 
issues. These, as I will elaborate, include readers’ perceptions of place and risks to 
privacy.

Related to détournement’s first principle is Debord and Wolman’s second: 
‘distortions introduced in the détourned elements must be as simplified as possible, 
since the main impact of a détournement is directly related to the conscious or 
semiconscious recollection of the original contexts of the elements’.22 A ‘recollection of 
the original contexts of the elements’—the expectation that things should be presented 
in a certain way—is a key lever in many kinds of exploit.23 To make the evil twin 
possible, developers of the phone’s software expected that only the trusted network 
will advertise the trusted network’s name.

Of the remaining two conditions for ‘deceptive’ détournements: first, that 
‘Détournement is less effective the more it approaches a rational reply’, and second, 
‘Détournement by simple reversal is always the most direct and the least effective’, 
only the former makes much sense for my comparison with hacking.24 Debord 
and Wolman go on to explain that messages in the form of ‘rational reply’ become 
‘indistinguishable…from the ordinary spirit of repartee’.25 Posting anti-Facebook 
rhetoric on Facebook is not really what I’m suggesting here; the platform itself should 
be subverted to add to the reading experience. Defacing Facebook’s website to modify 

17  Debord and Wolman.
18  Ironic appropriation plays a significant role in the relationship between détournement 
and the iconoclasm of Situationist-inspired punk aesthetics. See, for example, Greil Marcus, 
Lipstick Traces (London: Faber, 2011). Eliot Borenstein calls the impulses of Situationism and 
Actionism ‘irony-rich, but content-poor’. Pussy Riot, 42.
19  Alex Milan Tracy, ‘Ransomware attack hits 200,000 computers across the globe,’ New 
Scientist, May 17, 2017,  https://web.archive.org/web/20190419105359/https://www.newscientist.
com/article/mg23431263-500-ransomware-attack-hits-200000-computers-across-the-globe/.
20  This kind of hacktivism—a digital analogue of civil disobedience actions—is almost 
as old as the world-wide web. Electronic Disturbance Theatre created FloodNet in 1998, to stage 
what was effectively a distributed denial of service (DDoS) attack. This was done in support 
of the Mexican Zapatista rebels. A good description of the action is in Graham Meikle, Future 
Active (Annandale: Pluto Press Australia, 2002).
21  Cue grey hat joke here.
22  Debord and Wolman, ‘A User’s Guide to Détournement.’
23  Debord and Wolman.
24  Debord and Wolman.
25  Debord and Wolman.
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every reader’s experience would count, but that’s straying into seriously criminal 
territory (in Australia, at least).

Setting aside criminal activity, what creative writing practice can take from 
hacking is an element of surprise: writers are able to take advantage of the familiarity 
of the user’s device to draw attention to elements of the literary work and its context. 
There are new opportunities because books don’t work the same way: the codex 
represents a one-to-one relationship between text and interface, where electronic 
devices are general-purpose devices for accessing many texts. As such, there are few 
surprises when we open a book. The poet could press flowers or arachnids into the 
book to modulate affect, perhaps, but that kind of strategy doesn’t scale up. Even 
an e-book on a reader’s phone is the same e-book on every reader’s phone and not 
materially different from the next e-book. The site of reading (the platform: the 
device and its installed software) is familiar, comfortable, but the e-book does not say 
anything about the platform itself. A poetry that aims toward Shklovsky’s notion of 
ostranenie (estrangement) might benefit from hacker practice to cut through the device’s 
familiarity and give the reader some critical distance.26 A good example of a text that 
defamiliarises the reading environment is Susanne Berkenheger’s The Bubble Bath.27 
Berkenheger uses the excessive pliability of Internet Explorer’s early versions (4–5) to 
create weird popups: windows that pulsate or drift about the screen. These windows 
represent swimmers in a public pool, while the attendant watches underwater cameras; 
the sexual overtones to the story give the pulsating windows a flabby, sleazy, edge. 
Not only do the popups advance the story, these are things that websites can’t do, for 
very good security-related reasons. Other unusual behaviours—windows flitting past, 
other windows growing to fill the screen, the cursor being ‘hijacked’—help to sell the 
‘shark demon’ aspect of the plot, which begins when the ‘server reports a security 
problem’, going on to ‘load virus: shark.exe’.28 The Bubble Bath’s odd narrative of sex, 
drugs, and malware makes a unique commentary on surveillance systems. It exhibits 
the most bizarre browser behaviour I’ve ever seen, and it still makes striking reading 
today.

In terms of Zero Day’s narrative, estrangement is the experience of The Kid in 
several ways: life changes for The Kid and his mother on day zero; the factual bases 
of memory and identity are destabilised by brain damage; and rehab means creating 
new neural pathways to control his body. Form and narrative align, courtesy of some 
slippery language: The Kid reroutes his neurology while the book détourns the reading 
device.

Détourning the device makes strange the site of reading in an altogether new 
way, if only for a moment. The device’s familiarity means it feels like home, and 
‘Home Evokes the Maudlin’ for Loss Pequeño Glazier. 29 In thinking about the home 
page, Glazier pursues many senses of ‘home’, from the place we live to the root node 
of a network. He writes that home ‘is…uncomfortable because it assumes that one 
can expect comfort “there”’.30 While the home page is (of the kind Glazier studies) 
largely a thing of the past, his critique that we might have a place of digital comfort 
remains relevant. The phone, today, plays the roles of navigator, playmate, social 
secretary, and communication vector in ways that were only beginning to emerge 
in 2002. Our attachments to phones approach fetishism; they are objects that many 
cannot do without, emotionally speaking, so readers are exposed not only to technical 
exploitation, but also emotional exploitation.

26  Lori Emerson makes a similar point in her media-archaeological study of interfaces, 
writing that e-lit authors like Judd Morrissey (subverting the link in The Jew’s Daughter) ‘create 
interfaces that frustrate us as readers, because they seek to defamiliarize the interfaces we no 
longer notice’. Lori Emerson, Reading Writing Interfaces (University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 
34.
27  Susanne Berkenheger, ‘The Bubble Bath,’ 2005, accessed May 2022, http://www.
thebubblebath.de/.
28  Berkenheger.
29  Glazier, Digital Poetics, 64. 
30  Glazier, 64.
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Making the device strange leads me to two other topics of discussion: what the 
‘hacker text’ might have to say about place beyond home and what kinds of public-
educational good might arise from such a manoeuvre.

0x03: Network, Text, Place 

I think that one of the major social issues highlighted by a rogue wireless network is the 
way that people navigate the seam between local and global spaces in the ‘new media’ 
landscape. Mark Poster wrote in 2005 that mobile communications were beginning to 
reform local and global spaces by facilitating a reconfiguration of subjects.31 Of the way 
we use our devices, Poster writes:

The body and the information machine are not to be understood 
as in opposition but as contributing partners in the great project of 
constructing new local and distant spaces of mobile communications. 
For the local and the global themselves are not fixed or pre-given but 
arise through practices and information exchanges. Not only are mobile 
communications changing through the invention of new media and the 
creation of new uses and practices that deploy them; so also are the 
definitions of space, of the local and the global.32

Poster defines the local by opposition: in its older, pre-digital conception, the local 
is opposed to the nation-state. Once upon a time, the nation-state (through choices 
of what to valorise and despise) had a significant impact on the way that subjects 
were constituted. Other influences on subject-making were local, so the distinction 
is useful. Poster argues that developments in media and communications have 
emphasised different points of departure in subjects’ self-perceptions.33 Today, those 
sites of socialisation and individuation might be (in part) Facebook groups, subreddits, 
or Twitter feeds—global pools of writers distributed in space—so discourses and 
inflections in media are no longer strongly bound to the range of TV transmitters, or 
the distribution of newspapers.

Zero Day represents an effort to create new forms that might help electronic 
literature support localised writing. Locative narratives have been around for a while, 
using a collection of technologies to connect new media more closely with their 
geographic situations and histories—audio tours, QR codes, GPS-enabled apps; these 
are all ways that electronic texts connect readers with a specific place.34 My project puts 
its emphasis on place writing in a different way. Rather than exposing the historical 
layering of its physical surrounds, Zero Day aims to expose the perceptual layering 
inherent in places at all times. Quantum superposition is the metaphor deployed in the 
text: the capacity for a thing to be multivalent and contingent on the observer,

Other gulls clustered between crests; how they whorl 
the water under downdraft, make their own overtone 
transverse to the surface. It occurs at the limits of system thinking— 
between synapse, gyre, reflection, deviations of wave reduced to noise

31  Mark Poster, ‘Digitally Local Communications: Technologies and Space,’ in A Sense of 
Place, ed. Kristóf Nyíri (Vienna: Passagen, 2005). 
32  Poster, 36–37.
33  Poster, 37–39.
34  See N. Katherine Hayles’ 2007 survey of electronic literature’s subgenres in Chapter 
One of N. Katherine Hayles, Electronic Literature (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 
2008). Adriana de Souza e Silva’s chapter in Comparative Textual Media has a more comprehensive 
history of locative forms; Adrianna de Souza e Silva, ‘Mobile Narratives: Reading and Writing 
Urban Space with Location-Based Technologies,’ in Comparative Textual Media, eds. N. Katherine 
Hayles and Jessica Pressman (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 33–52.
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and maybe subatomic possibilities exist somewhere else 
but—whatever—nobody knows and the kid suspects the theorists 
clink vodka shots with knowledge it’s beyond observation 
so there’s nothing to lose, no quantum suicides in the papers; 

For the quantum physicists—I acknowledge that this metaphor involves a particularly 
egregious misinterpretation of observation. I’m specifically referring to concurrent 
subjective interpretations, where observation in physics (mostly, at least) refers to 
quite the opposite: measurable interaction between physical quantities.

To reflect its space-constraining formal properties, Part Three of Zero Day is 
conceived as an (unorthodox) essay on Perth. I aim to draw attention to different 
conceptions and divisions of space, to acknowledge that settler-colonial perceptions 
coexist with First Nations knowledges; that perceptions are influenced by those 
ideological perspectives in concert with differences in sensory apparatus; and that 
sensory capacity and ideology change over time, with learning and with changes in 
the body. From Part Three,

No longer ok on uneven terrain, the kid’s given up on old quarries—cuts flushed 
with oxidation states of iron: red and black splitting grevillea thicket as sun dews 
on the city quilted below. Once, an odd white light on the horizon line: sun-bright, 
rain and dust a rug shaken out between the kid and it; a warp of not knowing reflected 
 
sun from artificial: an Airbus beneath him, a swim in black and red cuts in stone: 
once somebody’s job and sprayed over with postcodes: 6108, 6071, 6003: this way 
to quantise country, grid granite—a good year it pulses green to black: a subpixel wink 
and crystal aligns feeding lichen, sundew, grevillea and New Holland Honeyeater;

By combining place writing with subversion of the wireless network (that is, trapping 
the device on a local network and temporarily disabling the internet), I hope to induce 
readers to consider their own local, global, political, and environmental situations. In 
particular, to consider how the internet pervades and overlays the physical environment; 
how ubiquitous language and digital representation modulates (or flattens) the 
experience of place. At the same time, I hope the reader might find something beautiful 
in the places depicted in the text—the writer’s local context brought to the reader. 
By mapping the psychogeography of the narrative’s setting, the writer tries to show 
the specific, local interplay of cultural and economic forces underlying the narrative.35 
Bringing the local to the world is nothing new: texts have been doing it for millennia. I 
don’t expect my wireless delivery to seismically shift narrative reception—I only hope 
to draw attention to the medium. 

35  Psychogeography: another idea from Situationism. In ‘Theory of the Dérive’, Guy 
Debord describes this as ‘The ecological analysis of the absolute or relative character of fissures 
in the urban network, of the role of microclimates, of distinct neighborhoods with no relation to 
administrative boundaries, and above all of the dominating action of centers of attraction, must 
be utilized and completed by psychogeographical methods. The objective passional terrain 
of the dérive must be defined in accordance both with its own logic and with its relations 
with social morphology.’ Guy Debord, ‘Theory of the Dérive,’ trans. Ken Knabb, Situationist 
International Online, 1956, accessed August 22, 2021, https://www.cddc.vt.edu/sionline/si/
theory.html. 
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0x04: The I in STRIDE36

Close to the tension between local and global is a tension between public and private.37 
This makes intuitive sense in a ‘new media’ context: the places we consider private are 
close to where we live. Those are our ‘haunts’: the places we return to.38 By necessity, 
those places are local and contemporary observers experience the global differently: 
through (mostly public) media or travel. Travel might seem a private experience, but 
(unless we have a local connection) travel is generally facilitated by public affordances: 
public transport, short-stay accommodation. 

In terms of digital privacy, I suspect that many of us form strong attachments 
with our phones because they are our point of contact with the people we love.39 
Nothing could be more private than (some of) the conversations we conduct over 
messaging, whether the vector is email, SMS, Whatsapp, Signal, etc. Jane Vincent’s 
chapter in A Sense of Place seems to support this idea; she writes that people ‘have a 
more emotional response to their mobile phone than to other computational devices’.40 
Vincent presents the results of three qualitative studies, and the subjects report some 
very striking reactions; ‘“We often have panic situations – when the battery runs 
down”’, and 

not everyone is content to discard old devices because they have become 
so attached to the memories they hold. “We’d agreed she’d give her old 
phones to her younger brother; I found out later that she hadn’t been 
doing this but had been keeping them under her pillow – she couldn’t 
bear to think of her brother using them.”41

This reaction—the inability to bear the thought of another person using a device—
shows how intimate our relationships with phones can be.

I’ve been thinking about a related set of questions; some I can answer for 
myself but, I suspect, lack firm answers in general. Is there an expectation that 
intimate communications should be kept private? Is this expectation reasonable? Are 
users misled into thinking their communications are private? It’s become cliché to 
say that there’s no longer any such thing as privacy. I don’t think that’s true, and it 
misses the point—a private self is important; so is the capacity to trust others with 
some perception of that private self.42 Discourses build friendships, communities. We 
calculate risks when speaking in private: is someone in that bush, listening? Who can 
read my email? Earning the reader’s trust by being (or at least appearing) authentic is 
something that texts do all the time.43 Authenticity serves a function: it keeps readers 

36  STRIDE is a taxonomic acronym used in infosec for threat modelling. Vulnerabilities 
are classified: Spoofing, (data) Tampering, (non-)Repudiation, Information disclosure, Denial 
of service, Elevation of privilege. Information disclosure is the bucket into which we put user 
privacy violations, among other things.
37  Mark Poster seems to understand this relationship without discussing it explicitly—
the end of his chapter considers Italian mobile phone usage; the disjunction between a cultural 
tendency toward privacy and the performance of conversation in public places. Poster, ‘Digitally 
Local Communications,’ 39–40. 
38  Glazier, Digital Poetics, 76. 
39  There can be other reasons—N. Katherine Hayles cites research into the intense 
emotional connection that some stockbrokers form with ‘the market’ and the screens used to 
represent it; Electronic Literature, 97–99. 
40  Jane Vincent, ‘Are People Affected by Their Attachment to Their Mobile Phone?,’ in A 
Sense of Place, ed. Kristóf Nyíri (Vienna: Passagen, 2005), 222.
41  Vincent, ‘Are People Affected by Their Attachment to Their Mobile Phone?,’ 222–24.
42  McKenzie Wark wouldn’t agree. She writes that privacy is a ‘bourgeois concept’. 
McKenzie Wark, Capital is Dead (London: Verso, 2019), 1.
43  Authenticity is a difficult concept and I am simplifying here. For examples of textual 
analyses that address believable specificity in texts’ production of authenticating effects, 
see Lionel Trilling’s discussion of Wordsworth in Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity 
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invested in stories. Poetry brings the private into the public for political and aesthetic 
ends. Confessional modes are the most obvious, but there’s no shortage of examples. 
I’m thinking of Frost’s horse, when he ‘gives his harness bells a shake’, a gesture that 
signifies the horse’s skittishness about stopping in a strange place, and suggesting 
the pressure of time.44 It also works as a synecdoche for the countless moments of 
non-verbal communication that go into the relationship between horse and rider. That 
intimacy has a function in the poem: the horse’s shake does not break the narrator’s 
reverie so much as it draws them gently back, allowing social connections and their 
attendant obligations (the poem’s ‘promises to keep’) to coexist with the view. Snow 
and interpersonal connection are seen together—beautiful and difficult. I try to deploy 
this kind of emblematic gesture in my verse narratives—some detail that communicates 
the scene’s affective weight. From Part One:

                                —she remembers 
his head bent about his right hand, 
left there for not much but to rest 
across his body. he orders quesadillas— 
burritos are two handed food and the photo 
shows his loose wu tang in monochrome.

Told in verse, much of the story focuses on the affective; the private moments of its 
characters. It also, however, engages with some of the public and political struggles 
faced by people in their position: disadvantage and poverty at the intersection of single 
parenthood and living with disability. 

As part of this interrogation of public and private space—particularly with 
respect to social and economic conditions—the rogue wireless network has the 
potential to modulate psychogeographical explorations of place. The dérive (a walk 
for psychogeographic exploration) is another Situationst idea, translated as ‘drifting’.45 
It demands walking without the encumbrance of intent; drifters ‘let[ting] themselves 
be drawn by the attractions of the terrain and the encounters they find there’.46 The 
goal, for Debord, is to develop an understanding of affective terrain—the real material 
and aesthetic conditions that form the stage for peoples’ lives. Debord writes of a style 
of walking that, while not completely random, departs from the walker’s habitual 
behaviours and allows them to observe the environment and its emotional tenor: the 
‘psychogeography’ of the terrain. This kind of drifting can be undermined if the walker 
uses a mobile device—Lai-Tze Fan writes of a different kind of walking encouraged by 
GPS systems, one in which the goal is an abstract ‘there’ divorced form the material 
‘here’.47 In the worst case, even the walker’s ‘here’ can be reduced to the ‘glowing dot’ 
that says You Are Here.48 What Fan refers to as ‘data transcendence (the separation of 
content’s form and materiality from content representation on-screen)’, given enough 
slack to occupy the walker’s psyche, cuts off the walker’s capacity to experience their 
surrounding material conditions in any conscious way.49

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971), 92–94. For a more finely detailed analysis, there 
is Roland Barthes, ‘Textual Analysis of a Tale by Edgar Poe,’ Poe Studies 10, no. 1 (June 1977): 
1–10. In particular, page five has a discussion of authenticating the fantastic tale. See also 
Barthes’ S/Z.
44  Robert Frost, ‘Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,’ 1923.
45  See translator’s note one for Debord, ‘Theory of the Dérive.’
46  Debord.
47  Lai-Tze Fan, ‘Writing while wandering: Material and spatial contingency in locative 
media narrative,’ Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies 
23, no. 1 (2017): 5–19.
48  Fan, 5–19.
49  Fan, 5–19.
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By blocking access to the internet, rogue wireless networks create spaces in 
which many of the phone’s usual affordances are nullified.50 Mapping is limited to 
tiles in memory, messaging stops (except by SMS), and websites are unavailable. The 
absence of internet brings the data-transcendent reader back to earth and permits the 
digital text to draw attention to the analogue world. No specialist app is required to 
run on the reader’s device, and reader participation is not necessarily required (by 
scanning a QR code, calling a number, or similar). One of the reasons I like the idea 
of an interventionist text is its potential as platform for activist writing—exposing the 
text to those who have not asked for it. In my project’s case, the imposition of text 
might be read as analogy for the character suffering a brain injury—his perception of 
space is altered by damage to his eyesight and proprioception. His material prospects 
are diminished, and the political backdrop of Australia (with its ‘dole bludger’ label to 
essentialise people on benefits; with its growing homeless population) is placed under 
scrutiny. Part One, for example, contains letters from Centrelink (Australia’s social 
services body) reproduced verbatim. These demonstrate how voting publics perceive 
and treat (if indirectly) the disadvantaged with frugality and suspicion, perpetuating 
disadvantage. Vulnerability and struggle are the material conditions for people living 
with disability and for others too. Telling stories about Australia means telling stories 
about occupied land. I think the rogue wireless text has scope for exposing mainstream 
Australia to cultural differences that often go unheard. As an example of the potential 
impact of ‘deep mapping’ a place in locative narratives, Fan writes of the [murmur] 
project in Toronto, by Shawn Micallef, Gabe Sawhney, and James Roussel.51 [murmur] 
was accessed by calling numbers printed on signs shaped like big green ears. Fan 
writes of her experience of calling from Toronto’s Chinatown and hearing a story of 
the Jewish community that occupied the neighbourhood some 100 years earlier,

The depiction of the very physical space I occupied juxtaposed my 
busy surroundings with an imaginative historical understanding of 
this location’s rich history and that of Toronto…As [murmur] shows, 
an element of personal connection embeds a space with meaning in 
a way that inevitably encounters other memories, experiences, and 
representations to constitute cultural meaning.52

While my story does not try to deep map Perth and its phases of occupation, I suspect 
that its form might present interesting opportunities for other literary projects in 
Australia and beyond. In particular, I see the hacking gesture as a parallel for the 
weaponisation of language at work in activist poetries like Lionel Fogarty’s—the 
affinity between experimental poetics and hacking I discussed above.53 First Nations 
poets might be best positioned to take advantage of the ‘hacker text’ and its affordances 
for pushing through discourses; to make the unheard heard; to advance suppressed 
perceptions of now-colonised spaces.

50  With a number of caveats: First, it can only do so within its range. Second, the network 
can be configured to mediate internet traffic, usually in the service of eavesdropping (mine 
doesn’t). Third, the user can easily disconnect from wifi and get back on the internet. And last, 
GPS positioning itself can’t be defeated with this technique—that would require a jammer, 
Faraday cage, or similar. In the absence of map tiles, however, the reader becomes a spot on a 
featureless grey field.
51  Fan, 13–14.
52  Fan, 13–14.
53  In an introduction to Fogarty’s New and Selected volume, Mudrooroo describes 
Fogarty as ‘a Murri able to use the language of the oppressor as a weapon captured from the 
enemy’ in Lionel G. Fogarty, Munaldjali, Mutuerjareara (Melbourne: Hyland House, 1995), xiii. 
This notion (and introduction) is also discussed in Philip Mead, Networked Language (Melbourne: 
Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2008), 422–27.
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0x05: EOF. The Hack as Literary Intervention

This notion of laying bare knowledges and meanings leads me to my final point. I see 
the hack-enabled text as a compelling way to educate lay readers about information 
security. Readers become vulnerable to harm by investing in the device (that is to say, 
the emotional connections we make with—or through—the device leave us vulnerable 
to harm. I do not wish to claim that victims are at fault for being hacked), and taking 
calculated risks means knowing the risks. I have several years of involvement with 
information security groups, and I credit their members with much of my thinking 
about educating publics. Some infosec consultants put considerable effort into raising 
awareness of vulnerabilities, both human and machine: how those vulnerabilities 
might be exploited and what the consequences might be.54 Identifying, evaluating, 
and communicating these kinds of risks formed part of my design role in software 
engineering. The more we use information technology, and the more advanced that 
technology gets, the more we’re exposed to potential exploitation. In my project’s case, 
I hope to show readers that it is possible to unwittingly join malicious networks and 
have one’s communications intercepted. I hope to do so in a safe way that educates 
readers rather than frightening them. Fact sheets, as mentioned at the beginning of this 
article, seem the most appropriate information tool.55

This is where my metaphor—that hackers and poets do the same thing (i.e. they 
show how people are vulnerable to the system or The System, respectively)—breaks 
down. I think that literature’s social value lies in its capacity to give us a ghost of the 
other’s experience. When deployed to make positive social change, literature shows 
us the risks others take every day. Stepping out of the house can be a risk for people 
who are discriminated against on the basis of race, sexuality, gender (to name only a 
few, and not forgetting that some people do not have a house to step out of). There 
are all kinds of risks that people take without choosing to do so—everyday life is an 
exposure to risk, and we all have different exposures. Where the hack’s pedagogic 
potential lies in showing a reader their risk profile, the poem can show the risks other 
people are vulnerable to. The hack’s value lies in helping readers understand how they 
might better protect themselves through behavioural change; the poem’s value lies in 
helping readers understand how they might better protect others through behavioural 
change. I like the idea that these stories can be offered in pairs; to ask readers to think 
about risk in a holistic way. 

With respect to methods, and to technical exploitation, I think that there are 
two ways of giving the reader this kind of experience with hacking. The first is to 
expose readers to exploitation—preferably in a safe environment like an installation 
space. The second is to put the exploit into the reader’s hands. This latter formal 
experiment, while not a part of Zero Day, is an approach I plan to try. Zero Day is an 
early investigation into how software vulnerabilities might be used to deliver artistic 
projects, and I expect that others will be able to contrive far more interesting uses. 
Earlier, I quoted Debord and Wolman: ‘restricting oneself to a personal arrangement of 
words is mere convention’.56 I like that premise—I like to think of experimental poets 
as language hackers for this reason. The impulse to speak off-register, to rearrange 
and appropriate language into new contexts, generates potential sites for economic 
and cultural resistance. I like to think of mine as an activist project, doing its small part 
to act for vulnerable people—people whose suffering often remains silent because it’s 
undramatic.

54  ‘Social engineering’ is the industry term for exploiting weaknesses in human trust 
systems.
55  That is, for the kind of writer who would baulk at putting detailed steps into an art 
project.
56  Debord and Wolman, ‘A User’s Guide to Détournement.’


