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Why does the impulse appear to be separate from its source, from context, from the collected histories of body and psyche that inform it, when if anything, the impulse is rooted deeply within our collective and collected desires? 

Are impulses a form of improvisation? “Impulse” is the brand name of the penultimate jazz label. Impulse is meant to describe the inspired movements of the jazz performer, up, down and around a given scale.  Improvisation in the key of G—these impulses are acts within a structure—collecting notes, dancing within the stretchy fabric of a tune that emerges, escalates, then falls away, itself but not itself, familiar yet transformed by the impulse.  One author can build a frame that holds the music’s weft – the poignant notes that a group of musicians weave.  The jazz impulse is built of relationships. It is both social and existentially lonely—each pull upon the spindle is a risk, an offering.   

Impulse rests on a structure of knowledge, a repository of musical histories, a collection of styles and beats, a cultural record, an erotic urge, an emotion bursting into sound.  The impulse that is jazz is seeped in the blood and sweat of slavery, in pain and survival, in the recuperation of love, in generosity, in pleasure, in a tradition far back beyond the Western worlds of bondage.  Impulse is an improvisation within the archive—it calls to it and it responds.  

The impulse infers an unpremeditated “gesture”. It slides between compulsion and apparent autonomy, imagination, immediacy. The impulse suggests disorder that forces excess—it rests on the brink of chaos, of managed danger.  Turrets syndrome is a disease of impulse, with its provocative outbursts of scatological and apparently raging behaviors piercing the surface. The impulse appears genuine.  The altruistic impulse appears to be separate from thought, to come from the purity of the act, to erase the presence of self, if only for the moment.  An impulse is visceral, felt in solar plexus, guts, and genitals.  

The social impulse is also motivated from outside as well as within the immediate context.  You might reach out and touch someone you do not know, a gesture both intimate and inappropriate, because you are compelled by memory. After the touch, there is no looking back. 

The impulse is not compulsion itself but may be an expression of it.  Whatever our belief in its autonomy, an act occurs within a network of other actors—acts are always embedded in context and bear the characteristics of the actors. 

Are riots acts of impulse?  Impulse is linked to the compulsive character of consumer capitalism, it also calls up violence, looting and rioting.  Panic culture includes consumption and enactment.   There are apparently spontaneous moments; such as the Los Angeles uprising of 1992 in response to the Rodney King decision. Uprisings are fed by centuries of rage. The looting in South Central in 1992 was calculated to not destroy small businesses in the neighborhood, but rather multinationals.  These acts sit within a culture obsessively bent on consumption and its impulses, a culture where acts appear to have no consequences.  In a recent Montreal riot, youths who were dressed like punks from the 1970s, smashed windows of cars and chain stores when the DJ who they were waiting for did not appear to mix for a concert.  Was this a re-enactment of impulse, of the idea of rage?  How do we understand consumer violence?

How can we sustain impulse and its creative powers yet see the consequences of our actions?  

Henry Bergson speaks of the qualities of an action that allows the actor to separate itself from memory; he describes two forms of memory, one that imagines and one that repeats.  He says:

The memory of the lesson I have learned, even if I repeat this lesson only mentally requires a definite time, the time necessary to develop one by one, were it only in imagination all the articulatory movements that are necessary, it is not longer a representation, it is an action.  The lesson once learned bears upon it no mark which betrays its origins and classes it in the past, it is part of my present—it is lived and acted rather than represented – I might believe it innate….

Every perception is prolonged by a nascent action and while the images are taking their place and order in this memory, the movements, which continue them, modify the organism and create in the body new dispositions towards action. (Matter and Memory, Henri Bergson, NYC: Abacci Books, 1990)

Three Impulsive Instances:  Every perception is prolonged by a nascent action

Past, present and future 
Past: Agency is always situated.   In my work as a video artist and social historian I found that apparently impulsive acts by women workers were most immediate when they felt little sense of security in their jobs but rather sought immediate respite from impossible conditions.  Waitresses in the 1930s in Vancouver learned about the wildcat strikes of male industrial workers as well as participating in the militant demonstrations against unemployment.  They would in turn sit down and refuse to work at peak hour in the cafes in order to get paid lunches for themselves, or shorter hours, or overtime, or clean uniforms.  

Cannery workers were a stable work force up the coast.  The organizers used apparently spontaneous (but actually premeditated and well organized) wildcat strikes to force employers to pay them, “ten dollars or nothing” during peak season.  The employers could not afford to let their machines go idle and caved into their demands. The video “Ten Dollars or Nothing” illustrates these histories and tries to provide a sense of simultaneity in the ways that we perceive time—always in the present, past and future. 

These tactics were very different than those of women who had long-term public sector or service jobs after the war—they organized stable unions and shop steward structures because they feared job loss through immediate action and needed long-term benefits and security. In my early video art works with the Women’s Labour History Project, I use historical fragments from film, audio, interviews and re-enactments to suggest the contexts of women’s lives and the processes that would compel them towards action (Women’s Labour History Project, 1978-1995).  

The waitresses and cannery workers of the Depression era were actors in a consumer capitalism that was limping through that decade, would wait in abeyance during the disciplines of the war when women were instructed to be thrifty at home so all surplus could serve the army. Consumer capitalism would dramatically accelerate in the post-war era, a time in North America that was a heady mix of Cold War panic culture coupled with intense competitive domestic spending, in which consumption was a sign of patriotism.  Shopping was top of the charts as a form of family recreation and rhetoric combined an earnest invocation to save, plan and spend and equally intense pressures to impulse shop.  Femininity embodied both of these pulls, the fecundity of the wife and the seductiveness of the mistress.  In this double helix, the strand of restraint, responsibility, credit earned and credit paid back twists against raw desire, competitiveness and of course, impulse.  

Present: I landed at LAX six weeks after September 11th.  There were billboards and radio ads invoking Americans to shop and travel as an act of resistance to terrorism, to prove that the American economy could withstand all assaults.  The fundamental DNA of capitalism continues to this day.  Its survival is based on the cultivation, repression training and refocusing of the impulse. Sometimes the strands unravel into near entropy—most recently during the dot bomb crash.  The virtual with its currency of web links, human chains and associations is a co-dependent, although at times seemingly autonomous parallel economy. Recovery still requires something physical, a war, say. The situated capitalist present turns between the virtual and the physical. 

What does impulse mean within the carefully charted territory of computer culture?  Search engines allow an automated improvisation of relationships—the search can be an instrument of urgency—a process where we move quickly, at times impulsively, to find information and to link it together to make meaning.  Once on-line it is hard to resist the impulse to follow links that move us deeper and deeper into the vast chaotic tapestry of hyper textual connectors that is the WWW.  It is here that “impulse” can be accessed from the database. Like jazz, but more like generative new music, never sure where it will take you, machines improvise the structure. The context for impulse has perhaps shifted. 

Naturally, I searched on “impulse”.  What emerged were virtual spaces that delivered or protected against various forms of  “impulse” on the WWW itself, such as gambling sites and the web sites of companies offering actual goods and services for impulse shoppers. One startling example is, a “nuclear home technology” that assists the owner in warding off impulsive attacks by hostile individuals with their very own domestic weapons carrying the evocative title, “impulse devices”.    

Technology companies used the term frequently as part of their brand name and often as well in their advertisements and corporate descriptions—embodying notions of constraint and control, but tied to a promise of six degrees of freedom.  A children’s ride manufacturer dubbed their company Impulse Manufacturing, inferring that no matter how unexpected a child’s behavior might be, the company’s technology was safe to play on.  It could anticipate the impulse. A company sold video games and on-line gambling systems—the term impulse promises the pleasures of indulging age-old vices.  Impulse designates robustness and adaptability in relation to technology.  An aggressive “pre-fetch” memory system brands itself as impulse to suggest the computer’s ability to immediately tailor data to the consumer’s needs.   Another company, “impulse-ent” produced connectors and cables able to handle environmentally challenging systems, perhaps resisting nature’s impulse to wreck havoc.  One “Horrid” ran a site that promised to provide neo-fascist organizing software.   However, the site’s web master complains that the site is hacked, constantly and impulsively, and hence impossible to actually enter.  

A more traditional use of the term is found at a number of sites where users can choose gifts and impulse shop. An on-line travel-planning site that serves wealthy travelers suggests the “celebration of impulse”.  Not surprisingly, given the overbearing identification of women with impulsive acts (and shopping) women’s accelerating relationship to new media technology is explored at a German site, Frauen-technick-impulse that looks only at women as a new market for technology, not as designers.  Numerous sites that court women have impulse in their brand name.  

MIT is working on the development of sensitive shopping agents, in a scenario where e-commerce meets "brick-and-mortar" commerce through a system of buying and selling agents (representing individual consumers and retailers respectively). The intelligent agents engage in multi-parameter negotiation and run on wireless mobile devices. Agents who represent well-informed consumers and participating merchants meet one to one on equal footing to seek agreement on the terms of a consumer purchase in a virtual space.
Other sites regulate the psychology of impulse, encouraging or suppressing it. One site offers analysis and support for Impulse-Control Disorders, disorders in which a person acts on a certain impulse that is potentially harmful but that they cannot resist.  The suppression of revealing impulses is promised at a personal coaching site.  Control over feminine excess is implicitly inferred in a female body builders’ site. 

Coming full circle to the mid-twentieth century use of the word, impulse invokes improvisation. An entire web site is dedicated to improvisational techniques in music while another promoted improvisational dance.  

The impulsive web journey shows the common conception of impulse as an interval between creativity, disorder and danger.  It is a feminine space but inhabited by many men.  The term is used for technologies that intervene on the part of the user, on their behalf in some way.  This movement between control and violence, between the disciplined and impulsive body, between characters and fantasies suggests the desire for and discomfort with abundance and excess. 

Future:  Impulses are easily recorded these days through the blog, a personal on-line diary and text messaging.  If you search on impulse at the time of publication of this book, there will be a new configuration for this notion on the web, linking the impulsive intelligence of blogs through preferences and related terms, kicking up web sites.  Semantic networks increasingly overtake the randomness of hypertext’s associations where rational connections emerge.  Still, computers always slip, associating strange terms and ideas.  The impulse can be a speech act, a textual or verbal intervention against and within the grain of language.  

In order to mark the emotional connotations of discursive and impulsive speech on the Internet, I have developed chat software, CodeZebra.  It maps the tones of postings, creating a pattern for each and builds relationships between these by topic.  It introduces a sense of relationship and implication within the often terse and tough dialogues of list serves.  It turns grunting, “yup”, into a visual pattern by drawing it. It facilitates expression and analyses—it can be used for conferences and for performances linked to chat space. CodeZebra currently finds impulsive interventions such as multiple exclamation marks or short texts dropped in out of context and provides an emotional map for these.  (http://www.codezebra.net)

It is an attempt to corral a context for constructive impulse.   The ability to map conversations as these emerge relies on an analysis of the flow of ideas within topics—it allows a return to the data and the emerging relationships within it. CodeZebra is an imagistic memory map that allows interpretation to be placed on top of the discussion.  It in part relies on lessons from software such as System Quirk that finds the weird word, the term that impulsively disrupts the flow of language within a dialogue and indicates a ”boundary object”. These are terms of hot debate, words where meaning and use can be tracked over time. These indicate changing ideology or practice. At times, out-of-context words can herald shifts within forms of knowledge.    How has the term “impulse” changed over one hundred years of steady use?  

At the Dutch Electronic Arts Festival in Rotterdam in 2003, I locked up pairs of artists and scientists into the Parasite, an architect designed small temporary apartment on top of the warehouse that housed the festival.  Linked to the outside world by video and audio streams and the CodeZebra software, the pairs spent twenty-four hours together, with myself as moderator and regular outside moderators trying to solve issues of theory and develop a series of new inventions and philosophies. The teams kept regular to camera video diaries that outlined the progress of their inventions.  They also used flash cards, words written down and then picked randomly out of a bowl and other devices to help this improvisation within research methodologies.  At times, they sang, danced and cooked together. This highly structured situation combined empirical research methods with performance and video documentary practices.  The structure allowed spontaneous interaction, forms of improvisation and identification within a structured context.  

These anecdotes and instances weave together to suggest that the term impulse retains a resonance over one hundred years of creative practice within consumer society. It indicates the capacity to improvise within a text, be it musical or words.  It indicates the tensions between the eruption of emotion and desire and its channeling and containment.  The impulse melds with the database, the yet unknown with grounded knowledge. The impulse, with its implications of past, present and future, “is lived and acted rather than represented”. That is the value of the impulse.  
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