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NFS: Very much so, and this is totally at the heart of the NewFotoScapes 

project. A time to stop worrying that the landscapes are not formed. To 

stop trying to work out what is true, what is fact, what is finished, what is 

complete, and perhaps think more about how can we develop and evolve 

the tools. So, if we adopt the analogy of using a map and a compass, our 

focus is perhaps more on the decisions and the paths that we navigate our-

selves around. It would be true to say that our senses become heightened 

and we are far more aware when we travel somewhere alien, somewhere 

unknown. I think and wonder what might happen if we consider our-

selves at this point of the journey to discovery? And this seems to really 

chime with your earlier description of being young, and reminds me of 

one of your recent interviews, where you referred to the practitioners or 

processes or thinkers that you seek out to act as your antennae. Who are 

they and why have you chosen those people?

CC:   I think you are referring to my introduction to the spring 2013 

Aperture Photo Book Review, which I guest edited. The well of the pub-

lication is a series of conversations I asked people that I talk to about pho-

tography and creative culture to ‘perform’ for the publication.  I had an 

email this morning from someone I met very briefly a couple of years ago, 

and they had been reading the review and they told me why they liked 

it. They said it was because I really had asked my friends to talk as they 

would talk to me. They appreciated that I hadn’t edited it in such a way 

that looked down on an audience, and I had just assumed that everyone 

is conversing in the same way. Actually I think it’s human nature to have 

people whose opinions you seek out and to make the time to meet up and 

really talk it through. I think it’s a more useful way to form an understand-

ing of this creative moment.

NFS: What is really important and ultimately compelling about this 

approach and way of working is that honesty and desire to offer clarity 

to an audience. It starts with that openness and transparency, rather than 

the hierarchy and ‘by invitation only’ philosophy. It acknowledges the 

strength of a community and then seeks to build engagement and invite a 

wider audience to participate. We will talk a little bit more about ‘Words 

Without Pictures’ shortly, but that would be a perfect example of how 

you consider the audience: not in a way to look down on them, as you say, 

http://www.aperture.org/blog/interview-with-charlotte-cotton-video/
http://www.aperture.org/blog/interview-with-charlotte-cotton-video/
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but to seek to either engage them or look at methods of building networks 

or communities.  And I think what is great is that you also speak about the 

importance for photographers to look at building their own networks.

CC: Yes, definitely.

NFS: Which makes for really exciting times for photographers today, 

and moves us further away from seeking approval from the institution 

or the gatekeeper. This could equally be quite challenging. Is it possi-

ble to just open up a little bit more about how you consider the process 

of engagement?

CC: I have been a curator for coming up to twenty years. I feel very 

happy with the role of curator, as somebody who does creative things for 

other people – there is always an audience with curating. I’m not an art-

ist. Although I’m a very self-aware person, I’m not directly exploring the 

internal questions that I have for myself as an artist does. I don’t think a 

photographer needs to be a curator at heart, but I think a photographer 

does need to understand the curatorial mode of their practice for sure.

NFS: You have talked about this idea that you are mostly curating experi-

ences, whether it’s digital, whether it’s online, or whether it’s a physical 

live event, which I think is a really important way to consider our roles as 

the field progresses. 

It is a good reminder that we need to consider our purpose, not the appa-

ratus. But we could perhaps suggest there have been experiential prec-

edents. The camera obscura and the cinema: an immersive experience 

within a darkened environment, illuminated by a single project revealing 

and interpreting an ‘outside or alternative’ world. I also enjoy the similari-

ties between today’s digital tablet and the early drawings of a painter’s can-

vas using a camera obscura. Similarly, we seem to have forgotten that the 

book is a piece of technology, so it really just reinforces the message that 

technology has and will always continually evolve and change. I think, 

interestingly, your approach seems to seek to maximise the experience of a 

particular platform or mechanism, and in that way truly consider engage-

ment and participation with an audience. Would you say that is true? 
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CC: There is a multitude of modes to most creative people’s practices. 

The way that #phonar is structured consciously seems to address that, 

given the emphasis placed on not only the ‘photographer-as-artisan’ train-

ing, but also, importantly, the ‘photographer-as-editor’ and   ‘photogra-

pher-as-curator’, ‘photographer-as-researcher’. That’s the wonder of now 

– suddenly the true plurality of photographic practice isn’t something 

that you are supposed to keep hidden.

NFS: During the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art ‘Is Photography 

Over?’ debate that you were part of, there is one particular thing George 

Baker, who I think you have worked with before, said that I thought 

was great, where he talks about the forgotten potentials of the medium. 

It seems that photography has almost become dominated by particular 

forms, by particular methods of commissioning, etc. And that actually it 

was all there in the beginning, and that maybe we simply need to go back 

to remembering or look at those potentials and begin to re-explore them.

CC: Geoffrey Batchen’s writing about the earliest era of photography has 

been really instrumental in us thinking of photography as not an inven-

tion but a conception; suggesting that there was something in the cultural 

psyche that meant that photography happened when it did, and it was 

not just reliant on technological innovation. I think that the academic 

field of comparative media studies is an amazingly well developed area 

that is usefully applied to thinking about contemporary photography. I 

was speaking at a conference recently and really enjoyed the thoughts of 

art historian David Joselit, who talked about photography as ‘the many’ 

and related our contemporary sense of ‘image overload’ to the early 20th 

century, and the wholesale adoption of photomechanical reproduction 

methods. He talked very convincingly about how avant-garde and con-

temporary artists are negotiating parallel issues of what it means to create 

singular, artistic images in eras when photography embodies ‘the many’. 

Genuinely open

NFS: Absolutely. This would seem to be a good time to talk about a couple 

of your recent projects, ‘Words Without Pictures’ and ‘eitherand’. You’ve 

http://phonar.org/
http://www.sfmoma.org/about/research_projects/research_projects_photography_over
http://www.sfmoma.org/about/research_projects/research_projects_photography_over
http://www.sfmoma.org/about/research_projects/research_projects_photography_over#George%20Baker
http://www.sfmoma.org/about/research_projects/research_projects_photography_over#George%20Baker
http://www.sfmoma.org/assets/documents/sfmoma_isphotographyover_transcript_dayone_parttwo.pdf
http://www.lesphotographes.com/old-site/2011/05/04/words-and-photos-geoffrey-batchens-writing-about-vernacular-photography/
http://www1.cuny.edu/mu/forum/2014/01/28/david-joselit-joins-the-graduate-centers-art-history-program/
http://aperture.org/shop/books/words-with-out-pictures-book
http://eitherand.org/
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mentioned ‘Words Without Pictures’ earlier; I wondered if you might 

summarise how and why that project came about.   You have previously 

mentioned a sense of frustration?

CC: I think my sense of frustration is very quickly followed by, ‘You might 

as well do it yourself – what’s the worst thing that could happen?’. The 

worst thing that can happen is that somebody else does it and not as well 

as you could if you’d put your mind to it! ‘Words Without Pictures’ was 

essentially driven by both my conversations with people I met in New 

York, as I mentioned earlier, and then finding the right context to develop 

the idea. I had just started as curator at Los Angeles County Museum of 

Art and I needed to rebuild a community around the photography depart-

ment. I didn’t want to build a community based on explorations of the 

collection, which might have been the obvious place for a photography 

department in a museum! But I wanted to make an invitation to photo-

graphic practitioners living in Los Angeles to think of LACMA as a place 

where the crucial conversations about photography could happen.  One 

of the areas I still feel very strongly that museums need to provide for, is 

those years after college when you want to know where you can go for a 

really serious debate about the creative sphere you are passionate about.

NFS:   It’s about that sense of the institution being regarded as safe and 

trusted, so you know the information you are going to receive has been 

filtered through your peers, which I think is vital.

CC: Yes, just think how radically we have shifted our view about peer-

reviewing and editing of photography. Even five years ago it was still 

something that institutions were very suspicious of endorsing.  ‘Words 

Without Pictures’ was one of a small number of projects that arts insti-

tutions initiated, which were genuinely open and which released edito-

rial control. The smart institutions really did that. They saw that there 

was nothing advantageous in censoring or institutionalising the language 

of this particular moment and, instead, that we just needed to be gener-

ous hosts to the thoughtfulness of creative people thinking aloud and 

together. […]

http://www.lacma.org/
http://www.lacma.org/
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NFS: I am intrigued by how you planned and mapped out the legacy of 

‘Words Without Pictures’ in the context of the web as an open and free 

domain. You knew you wanted to have clear parameters for its time-

frame: so that project had twelve months, with new stimuli on a monthly 

basis, mixed with live events, and then as the culminating physical 

resource.  The book went from being print-on-demand, to its new associa-

tion with Aperture, and in fact to being published by Aperture. Why isn’t 

it online anymore? Why take it away, close the door down in that sense?

CC: Obviously I’m not working at LACMA anymore so I am not in con-

trol of the evolution of the project.  I decided from the outset that the web-

site would only exist for a year, as I felt a year was the maximum amount 

of time before the behaviour of the site would become institutionalised. 

The next phase of the life of the project happened in other places, off-

line, mainly in classrooms where the essays began to be used as prompts 

to live discussions. The pdf versions of the essays rippled out in the world 

and appear on curriculum reading lists. We didn’t work with a sort of 

modernist idea of the original ‘Words Without Pictures’, so all of these 

permutations, all of these iterations of the project, are part of it.  Our suc-

cess criteria for the project was that we wanted to create a framework for a 

discussion to be had, and I was happy that we only had 300 readers a day 

and a new response to the monthly essay came in very slowly, because we 

found the quality of the engagement was astounding.

NFS: I think that’s an interesting point, though, only 300 readers a day. 

If we equate that to a physical lecture theatre in the largest universities, 

that is often the size of one room. So the scale you cite, I think still makes 

a serious impact. But almost more importantly it demonstrates an active 

engagement with the subject that you wouldn’t be guaranteed in that 

same lecture theatre. Having a desire for the project to achieve more, do 

you think that framework was enabled through technology? Was it able to 

become more viral or more permeable?

CC: It was beautifully planned and beautifully designed; it was very true 

all the way through. There was real thoughtfulness within the concept 

and throughout the design. David Reinfurt is an incredible designer. 

The amazing Alex Klein, who is an artist and a curator, was the editor 

http://www.goodreads.com/author_blog_posts/4215403-online-only-jason-fulford-in-conversation-with-david-reinfurt-part-2
http://www.artinamericamagazine.com/news-features/interviews/alex-klein/
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overseeing all aspects, every day.  The most important thing is to use these 

platforms in a way, which is really true to what it is you want to do, and all 

we wanted to do was to create a framework for the discussion to happen.

Mixed economies

NFS:  I’d like to end with two questions.  We have talked about the obsta-

cles and challenges facing photography, and how perhaps these have at 

times shaped your future. What is your next project that begins to address 

or look at those and question them?

CC: I think I am going to continue to live in a mixed economy which 

sees me sometimes as the author with researched and definitive opinions, 

as a participant in things that I think are really interesting but I am not 

an expert in, and as a collaborator developing ideas with creative peo-

ple who come from other areas of expertise. My next text book is under 

development. It’s going to take me a while but the title is ‘Photographic’. 

Contemporary photography is beautifully faceted – photography remains 

a prompt for social change. It is a vital vehicle for ideas. It is an astound-

ing empirical mass. Photographic technology is an author of the ways 

we perceive the world.  And photographic industries are challenged but 

reforming, and photography is of course a material form. I want to offer 

useful reading to people embarking on their creative, photographic lives 

that really embodies the current debates.

NFS: That sounds fantastic.   My other question was really going to be 

about what would potential projects for you, thinking in five years’ time, 

look like, in light of this change and these exciting yet challenging devel-

opments? And I think what you are suggesting is that they would have 

multiple elements, but importantly that they should be a prompt for some-

thing more, something different.  That’s maybe the space we are entering 

into, where being able to be fluid and responsive is going to be key.

CC:  Yes, but within that, is having your own internal critical framework 

for what it is you do. […]
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Antennae

As a way of extending the initial conversation Charlotte Cotton has 

offered the following list of writers whose ideas are inspiring her in the 

continuation of her practice:

Fred Ritchin, Professor of Photography and Imaging at New York 

University’s Tisch School of the Arts. He has written three critically 

acclaimed books on photography, In Our Own Image; After Photography 

and, most recently, Bending the Frame. 

Katherine Hayles, Professor of Literature at Duke University. Her 

recent book How We Think seeks to embrace the idea that we think 

through, with, and alongside media. 

Julian Stallabrass is a writer, curator and photographer. He is Professor 

in Art History at the Courtauld Institute of Art, London. He is noted for 

his controversial views on the art world and for his observations on the 

major transformations and opportunities afforded to artists by technologi-

cal developments in production and distribution. 

Grant Kester is Professor of Art History in the Visual Arts depart-

ment at the University of California. Kester’s 2011 book The One and 

the Many provides an overview of the broader continuum of collaborative 

art practices. 

David Joselit is the Carnegie Professor of Art History at Yale 

University. His latest book After Art defines a shift in the status of art 

under the dual pressures of digital technology. 

Original source and licence

Shaw, J. (ed.) (2014) NewFotoScapes. Birmingham: The Library of 

Birmingham: 69-88. Also available online at http://newfotoscapes.org/. 

Licence: CC BY NC-SA 4.0. This version has been slightly edited 

from the original.

http://newfotoscapes.org/


CHAPTER 15

The Creative Power of 

Nonhuman Photography 

Joanna Zylinska

Photography as philosophy

This article offers a philosophical exposition of the concept of ‘nonhu-

man photography’. What is meant by nonhuman photography here is not 

just photos taken by agents that are not human, such as CCTV cameras, 

body scanners, space satellites or Google Street View, although some of 

these examples will be referenced throughout the piece. Yet the princi-

pal aim of this article is to suggest that there is more to photography than 

meets the (human) eye and that all photography is to some extent non-

human. With this, no doubt still somewhat cryptic, proposition in mind, 

let us take a small detour from philosophising to look at a photographic 

project which introduces the key ideas behind this article.

Called Topia daedala (figures 15.1-15.4), this series of twelve black 

and white photographs
1
 arises out of an ongoing exploration on my part 

of various forms of manufactured landscape. Taken from two vantage 

points on both sides of a window, the composite images that make up 

the series interweave human and nonhuman creativity by overlaying 

the outer world of cloud formation with the inner space of sculptural 

arrangement. Remediating the tradition of the sublime as embraced by 

J.M.W. Turner’s landscape paintings and Ansel Adams’ national park 

photographs, the series foregrounds the inherent manufacturedness of 

what counts as ‘landscape’ and of the conventions of its visual represen-

tation. Through this, Topia daedala performs a micro-sublime for the 

Anthropocene era, a period in which the human has become identified 

as a geological agent whose impact on the geo- and biosphere has been 
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irreversible. It also raises questions for the role of plastic – as both con-

struction material and debris – in the age of petrochemical urgency.

Figures 15.1-15.4. Joanna Zylinska, from Topia daedala, 2014.

Topia daedala is not meant to serve as a direct illustration of the concept of 

nonhuman photography this article engages with. However, it does intro-

duce us to a wider problematic of human-nonhuman relations, raising at 

the same time the politico-ethical question about our human responsibil-

ity in the world in which the agency of the majority of actants – such as 

wind, rain or earthquake – goes beyond that of human decision or will, 

even if it may be influenced by human action. The question of human 

responsibility in the universe which is quintessentially entangled, on both 

a cellular and cosmic level (with us all being ‘made of starstuff’),
2
 is an 

important one. Even if we cannot be entirely sure what this fragile human 

‘we’ actually stands for, the responsibility to face, and give an account of, 

the unfoldings of this world – which is made up of human and nonhuman 

entities and relations – belongs to us humans in a singular way. Philosophy, 

in particular ethics, has typically been a way of addressing the problem of 

responsibility.
3
 But written linear argument is only one mode of enquiry 
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through which this problem can be approached. Alongside philosophical 

writing, over the recent years I have been attempting to experiment with 

other, less verbal, modes of addressing ethical and political issues: those 

enabled by art, and, more specifically, photography. These experiments 

have been driven by one overarching question: is it possible to practice 

philosophy as a form of art, while also engaging in art-making and pho-

tography as ways of philosophising? The reason photography may lend 

itself to this kind of cross-modal experimentation is because of its onto-

logical, or world-making (rather than just representational), capabilities. 

We can turn here for support to literary critic Walter Benn Michaels, 

who, while upholding ‘the impossibility (and the undesirability) of simply 

denying the indexicality of the photograph’ (Michaels, 2007: 447), also 

argues that ‘It is precisely because there are ways in which photographs 

are not just representations that photography and the theory of photogra-

phy have been so important’ (445). My proposition about photography’s 

ontological capabilities entails a stronger claim than the one made by 

Michael Fried in the Conclusion to his book, Why Photography Matters 

as Art as Never Before, in which photography as practiced by representa-

tives of what Fried calls ‘the anti-theatrical tradition’ such as Jeff Wall, 

Thomas Struth or Berndt and Hilda Becher is positioned as ‘an onto-

logical medium’, because it ‘makes a positive contribution’ to ontological 

thought via its engagement with issues such as absorption and worldhood 

(Fried, 2008: 347). While for Fried photography just makes philosophy 

better, my claim in this article is that photography makes philosophy, full 

stop – and also, more importantly, that photography makes worldhood, 

rather than just commenting on it.

It may seem at this point that what was meant to be an account of non-

human photography is revealing itself to be quite strongly attached to the 

concept of the human – as philosopher, photographer or art critic. This is 

true, because there is nothing more humanist than any unexamined sin-

gular gesture of trying to ‘move beyond the human’. My ambition here, 

as in my other work, is therefore to explore the possibility of continuing 

to work with the concept of the human in the light of the posthumanist 

critique,
4
 taking the latter seriously as both an injunction and a set of pos-

sibilities. The reasons for this proposed retention of the human have noth-

ing to do with any kind of residual humanism or species nostalgia. Instead, 

they spring from the recognition of a strategic role of the concept of the 
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human in any kind of artistic, creative, political or ethical project worth its 

salt, while also remaining aware of the fact that in many works of recent 

posthumanist theory the human has been successfully exposed as nothing 

more than a fantasy of unity and selfhood. This fantasy has been premised 

on the exclusion of the human’s dependency, both material and concep-

tual, on other beings and non-living entities. Seen as too Eurocentric and 

masculinist by postcolonial and feminist theory, the human has also been 

revealed by various sciences to be just an arbitrary cut off point in the line 

of species continuity on the basis of characteristics shared across the spe-

cies barrier: communication, emotions or tool use. This (non- or posthu-

manist) human this article retains as the anchor point of its enquiry is thus 

premised on the realisation that we are in (philosophical) trouble as soon 

as we start speaking about the human, but it also shows a certain intransi-

gence that makes (some of) us hang on to the vestiges of the concept that 

has structured our thinking, philosophy and art for many centuries. So, 

onto a posthumanist theory of nonhuman photography, as articulated by 

a human, all too human, philosopher-photographer…

Towards nonhuman photography (and all the way back)

By way of contextualising our discussion of nonhuman photography, I 

want to look at two important texts in photography theory in which the 

relationship between human and nonhuman agents, technologies and 

practices has been addressed explicitly: a 2008 essay by John Tagg called 

‘Mindless Photography’ and a 2009 book by Fred Ritchin titled After 

Photography. Tagg’s essay is a commentary on the supposed withering of 

the critical paradigm in both photographic practice and its interpretation, 

a paradigm articulated by Victor Burgin in his 1984 seminal text Thinking 

Photography and subsequently adopted by many scholars and students of 

photography. In his article Tagg references two then recent phenomena 

which, in his view, had radically altered the relationship between pho-

tography and the human: the CCTV system introduced in 2003 to moni-

tor the implementation of congestion charge in central London and the 

visual rendering of data captured by a radio telescope, in June 2005, of 

solar dust cloud radiation in the Taurus Molecular Cloud, with the data 

representing an event that ‘took place in 1585, or thereabouts’ (Tagg, 

2008: 21). While in the 1970s and early 1980s ‘photography was framed 
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as a site of human meanings that called the human into place’, the more 

recent developments cited by Tagg are said to have undermined ‘this 

confident assumption’ (24). Tagg seems disturbed by the fact that, in the 

London traffic surveillance system, the relationship between the embod-

ied human subject and the technical apparatus has been irrevocably bro-

ken, with the technological circuit which consists of ‘cameras, records, 

files and computers’ (19) doing away with visual presentation, ‘communi-

cation, psychic investment, a subject, or even a bodily organ’ (21) – until 

the visual data concerning the car with a given number plate that has 

missed the congestion charge payment reaches the court. Tagg is similarly 

troubled by the severance of the relationship between photography and 

human sensation, between stimulus and response, in space photography. 

He goes so far as to suggest that in those new technological developments

photography loses its function as a representation of the ego 

and the eye and even as a pleasure machine built to excite 

the body. In place of those figures, photography is encoun-

tered as an utterly dead thing; mindless in a much blunter 

sense than imagined [by Burgin] twenty-five years ago… [It 

is] driving towards a systemic disembodiment that, acceler-

ating in the technologies of cybernetics and informatics, has 

sought to prepare what has been hailed as the ‘postbiological’ 

or ‘posthuman’ body for its insertions into a new machinic 

enslavement. (25)

Photography which is unable to provide stimulation and pleasure for the 

human is then immediately linked by Tagg with mindlessness, empti-

ness and, ultimately, death. It may seem that, with this articulation, Tagg 

is engaging in a belated attempt to rescue photography from its long-

standing association with mortality established by canonical texts such 

as Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida, and to retrospectively postulate the 

possibility of photography acting as a life-giving force. However, this no 

doubt radical possibility, briefly hinted at in the above cited passage, is 

immediately withdrawn. Photography does not deliver life to the human 

any more and, for Tagg, it is only the human that can be both life’s sub-

ject and its arbiter. This is of course a familiar philosophical gesture, first 

enacted by Aristotle, whereby technology is reduced to a mere tool for 
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human existence, survival or improvement and is then assessed on the 

basis of how well it performs this function (rather than being understood 

as a dynamic network of forces the way Michel Foucault and Bernard 

Stiegler respectively suggest, or as an ‘intrinsic correlation of functions’
5
 

between the human and the apparatus the way Vilém Flusser apprehends 

it). Conceived in these instrumental terms, as the human’s opponent and 

enemy – and not part of the originary techno-logic that brings forth the 

human in the world, and the world itself as a space occupied by human 

and nonhuman entities – photography must inevitably fail.

It would be unfair not to mention the political motivation that under-

pins Tagg’s argument. His concern with ‘machinic enslavement’ is driven 

by what he sees as the deprivation of the human subject of both corpo-

real integrity and political subjectivity as a result of the encroachment 

of those new photoimaging technologies, in which ‘there is nothing to be 

seen’, on our lives (Tagg, 2008: 24). This concern no doubt becomes even 

more pressing in the era of global networked surveillance enacted by the 

likes of the NSA, GCHQ, Facebook and Google. Yet to blame photogra-

phy for the immoral and inhumane actions of its users is to misidentify 

the enemy, while also weakening the power of a political critique devel-

oped in its ambit. In his essay Tagg takes some significant steps towards 

analysing the changes occurring to photographic practice at the begin-

ning of the twenty-first century but then recoils in horror from the brink 

of his own analysis. What could have served as a stepping stone towards 

developing both a radical posthumanist photography theory and a radical 

posthumanist political analysis ends up retreating into a place of melan-

cholia for the human of yesteryear, one who was supposedly in control of 

both his personal body and the body politic but who can now only tilt at 

windmills – which are turning into drones in front of his very eyes. 

If only Tagg had allowed himself to hear the exhortation from 

another photography theory radical, Fred Ritchin! Admittedly, Ritchin’s 

work is not free from a sense of melancholia espoused by Tagg: in After 

Photography Ritchin clearly reveals how he misses the time when people 

believed in images and when images could be used to solve conflict and 

serve justice. Yet, even though his book opens up with a rather dispirit-

ing account of the changes occurring to the photographic medium and its 

representationalist ambitions, it ends with an affirmation of life in photog-

raphy. Dazzled by the horizon of scale opened by telescopy and physics 
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in a similar way Tagg was, Ritchin nevertheless admits that ‘in the digital-

quantum world, it might be just possible … to use an emerging post-pho-

tography to delineate, document, and explore the posthuman. To dance 

with ambiguity. To introduce humility to the observer, as well as a sense 

of belonging. To say yes, and simultaneously, no’ (2009: 183).

(Always) nonhuman photography 

It is precisely in this critical-philosophical spirit, of saying yes and, simul-

taneously, no, that my opening proposition that all photography is to some 

extent nonhuman should be read. While I am aware of, and concerned 

with, ways in which the nonhuman aspect of photography can produce 

inhumane practices, I also want to suggest that it is precisely in its non-

human aspect that photography’s creative, or world-making, side can be 

identified. Therefore, rather than contribute to recent jeremiads about 

photography, what with it being seen as supposedly dying in the digital 

era because it is no longer authentic or material enough, or imploding due 

to its excessiveness and banality as evidenced on Instagram and in the 

much maligned selfie phenomenon, I want to argue in what follows that 

it is precisely through focusing on its nonhuman aspect that we can find 

life in photography. This line of argument is partly indebted to the work 

of Flusser, who, in Towards a Philosophy of Photography, writes: ‘The 

photographic apparatus lies in wait for photography; it sharpens its teeth 

in readiness. This readiness to spring into action on the part of appara-

tuses, their similarity to wild animals, is something to grasp hold of in the 

attempt to define the term etymologically’ (2000: 21-22). Flusser builds 

here on the Latin origins of the term ‘apparatus’, which derives from 

apparare, ‘make ready for’ (as a combination of the prefix ad-, ‘toward’, 

and parare, ‘make ready’). This leads him to read photography as facili-

tated by, or even proto-inscribed in, the nexus of image-capture devices, 

various chemical and electronic components and processes, as well as 

sight- and technology-equipped humans. 

Flusser’s proposition challenges the humanist narrative of invention 

as an outcome of singular human genius: it recognises the significance 

of the technological set-up in the emergence of various human prac-

tices. This is not to say that these practices function outside the human 

but rather that the concepts of self-contained human intentionality and 
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sovereign human agency may be too limited to describe the emergence of 

specific technological processes at a particular moment in time. Flusser’s 

idea seems to be (unwittingly) reflected in Geoffrey Batchen’s proposition 

outlined in Burning with Desire that photography was invented – seem-

ingly repeatedly, by Nicéphore Niépce, Louis Daguerre, Hyppolyte 

Bayard and William Fox Talbot, among others – due to the fact that in the 

early nineteenth century there already existed a desire for it. This desire 

manifested itself in the proliferation of the discourses and ideas about the 

possibility of capturing images and fixing them, and of the technologies – 

‘the camera obscura and the chemistry necessary to reproduce’ (Batchen, 

1999: 25) the images taken with it – that would facilitate such a develop-

ment. We could therefore perhaps go so far as to say that the photographic 

apparatus, which for Batchen contains but also exceeds a discrete human 

component, was awaiting the very invention of photography.

The above discussed ideas on the photographic apparatus will even-

tually point me not just towards rethinking the photographic medium 

but also towards a possibility (one that has been withheld by Tagg) of a 

posthumanist political analysis. For now, taking inspiration from Flusser, 

I want to suggest that human-driven photography – where an act of con-

scious looking through a viewfinder or, more frequently nowadays, at an 

LCD screen held at arm’s level – is only one small part of what goes on 

in the field of photography, even though it is often made to stand in for 

photography as such. The execution of human agency in photographic 

practice, be it professional or amateur, ostensibly manifests itself in deci-

sions about the subject matter (the ‘what’) and about ways of capturing 

this subject matter with a digital or analogue apparatus (the ‘how’). Yet in 

amateur, snapshot-type photography these supposed human-centric deci-

sions are often affective reactions to events quickly unfolding in front of 

the photographer’s eyes. Such reactions happen too quickly, or we could 

even say automatically, for any conscious processes of decision-making to 

be involved – bar that original decision to actually have, bring and use a 

camera, rather than not. This automatism in photography also manifests 

itself in the fact that these kinds of ‘snap’ reactions are usually rechan-

neled through a whole database of standardised, pre-programmed, pre-

existing image-frames, whose significance we are already familiar with 

and which we are trying to recreate in a unique way, under the umbrella 

of so-called individual experience: ‘toddler running towards mother’; ‘girl 
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blowing a candle on a birthday cake’; ‘couple posing in front of the Taj 

Mahal’. It is in this sense that, as Flusser has it, ‘weddings conform to a 

photographic program’ (Flusser, 2001: 56). 

Similar representationalist ambitions accompany many professional 

photographic activities, including those undertaken by photojournalists 

who aim to show us, objectively and without judging, what war, pov-

erty and ‘the pain of others’, to borrow Susan Sontag’s phrase (2003), are 

‘really’ like, or those performed by photographic artists. Even prior to any 

moment of making a picture actually occur, fine art photographers tend to 

remain invested in the modernist idea of an artist as a human agent with 

a particular vocation, one whose aesthetic and conceptual gestures are 

aimed at capturing something unique, or at least capturing it uniquely, 

with an image-making device. And thus we get works of formal portrai-

ture; images of different types of vegetation or geological formations that 

are made to constitute ‘landscapes’; still-life projects of aestheticised 

domesticity, including close-ups of kitchen utensils, fraying carpets or 

light traces on a wall; and, last but not least, all those works that can be 

gathered into that rag-bag called ‘conceptual photography’.
6
 In this way, 

images inscribe themselves in a cybernetic loop of familiarity, with minor 

variations to style, colour and the (re)presented object made to stand for 

creativity, originality or even ‘genius’.

The automated image

Through the decisions of artists and amateurs about their practice, pho-

tography becomes an act of making something significant, even if not 

necessarily making it signify something in any straightforward way. It is 

a practice of focusing on what is in its very nature multifocal, of literally 

casting light on what would have otherwise remained obscure, of carving 

a fragment from the flow of life and turning it into a splinter of what, post-

factum, becomes known as ‘reality’. Traditionally, this moment of selec-

tion – referred to as ‘decisive’ by followers of the documentary tradition in 

photography – was associated with the pressing of the button to open the 

camera’s shutter. However, with the introduction of the Lytro camera on 

to the market in 2012, the temporality of this seemingly unique and tran-

sient photographic moment has been stretched into both the past and the 

future. Lytro captures the entire light field rather than a single plane of 
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light, thus allowing the photographer to change and readjust the focus on 

a computer in postproduction. Interestingly, Lytro is advertised as ‘The 

only camera that captures life in living pictures’ – a poetic formulation 

which is underpinned by the ongoing industry claim to ‘absolute novelty’, 

but which merely exacerbates and visualises the inherent instability of all 

photographic practice and all photographic objects. Lytro is thus just one 

more element in the long-term humanist narrative about ‘man’s domin-

ion over the earth’, a narrative that drives the progressive automatisation 

of many of our everyday devices, including cameras, cars and refrigera-

tors. Giving us an illusion of control over technology by making cameras 

smaller and domestic equipment more user-friendly, the technoscientific 

industry actually exacerbates the gap between technology and the human 

by relieving us from the responsibility of getting to know and engage with 

the increasingly software-driven ‘black boxes’.

Figure 15.5. Véronique Ducharme, Encounters, 2012-2013.

In the light of the dominance of the humanist paradigm in photography, 

a paradigm that is premised on the supposed human control of both the 

practice of image-making and the equipment, it is important to ask what 

gets elided in such conceptualisations. Of course, I am not the only one 
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who is asking this question: the problem of nonhuman agency in pho-

tography has been explored by other theorists, artists and curators. One 

recent photography event that brought many of these ideas to the fore was 

Drone: The Automated Image, a series of shows taking place under the 

umbrella of the photography biennale Le Mois de la Photo in Montreal, 

curated by Paul Wombell, in 2013.
7
 The uniqueness of this 13th edition 

of the Montreal biennale lay not so much in highlighting the machinic 

aspect of photographic and video practice, as this aspect had already been 

mobilised in the early days of photography – for example, in the works of 

Alexander Rodchenko or László Moholy-Nagy. Drone: The Automated 

Image (which was concerned with much more than just drones) took one 

step further on this road towards not just nonhuman but also posthuman-

ist photography by actually departing from the human-centric visuali-

sation process. In many of the works shown, the very act and process of 

capture were relegated to a computer, a camera mounted atop a moving 

vehicle, a robot or a dog. To mention just one example, Canadian artist 

Véronique Ducharme presented a photography-based installation called 

Encounters, consisting of images taken by automatic hunting cameras (fig-

ure 15.5). As the artist herself explains:

Over the course of one year, automatic cameras, installed 

in various parts of the Quebec landscape, recorded images 

from the forest. The images included animals, sunrise, wind 

and other actants susceptible of triggering the shutter of the 

cameras. These digital images, including the ‘mistakes’ of the 

cameras (i.e., blacked-out or overexposed images) were then 

transferred onto slide film in order to be projected in the gal-

lery space using slide projectors. Accompanied by its rhyth-

mic mechanical click, each machine has been programmed to 

sporadically and unpredictably project the images around the 

space, leaving the viewer entangled within the dialogue cre-

ated by the machines and the images. (2014: non-pag.)

Ducharme’s project offers a thought-provoking intervention into the 

debate about (human) intentionality in photography theory, whereby the 

former is seen as a condition and a guarantee of the medium being con-

sidered a form of art.
8
 Photographic agency is distributed here amongst a 
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network of participants, which includes not just nonhuman but also inan-

imate actors – even if ‘the beholder’ of the installation is still envisaged to 

be a human gallery-goer.

Figure 15.6. Juliet Ferguson, Stolen Images, 2011.

Ducharme’s work has similarities with another project which foregrounds 

and remediates nonhuman photographic agency without reneging on its 

human dimension: Stolen Images by British photographer Juliet Ferguson 

(figure 15.6), published in the London independent photography maga-

zine Flip in 2012 and online in Photomediations Machine in 2013. 

Accessing CCTV cameras using appropriate search terms via Google as 

part of her journalism job, Ferguson was able ‘to see through the all-seeing 

eyes of the CCTV camera places’ (Ferguson, 2013: non-pag.) what she 

would not have access to in the real world – without leaving her sofa. The 

process led her to reflect ‘on what it means to take a photograph’ and to 

pose the following questions: ‘The majority of the cameras I used I could 

pan, zoom and focus. Is this any less photography than someone using a 

fully automatic camera and taking a picture from a designated panorama 

point at a beauty spot? Does photography demand a presence or are pho-

tographs taken using appropriated cameras controlled from another coun-

try in another time zone just as valid as “created” images?’ (Ferguson, 

2013: non-pag.). Ferguson has revealed that, in the process, she began 

‘to see a certain beauty in the images as they became removed from their 
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original intention of surveillance. Instead, they offered a unique perspec-

tive on the ebb and flow of a day, from a vantage point and rigidity that 

ordinary photography doesn’t offer’ (non-pag.).

The photographic condition

These two projects discussed above demonstrate that art practice is 

merely part of a wider photographic condition, with things photographing 

themselves, without always being brought back to the human spectrum 

of vision as the ultimate channel of perception and of things perceived. 

Naturally, humans form part of this photographic continuum – as artists, 

photojournalists, festival organisers, computer programmers, engineers, 

printers, Instagram users, and, last but not least, spectators. However, 

what the examples just presented make explicit is that we are all part of 

that photographic flow of things being incessantly photographed, and 

of trying to make interventions from within the midst of it. In this way, 

Ducharme’s and Ferguson’s projects fall into a category that we might 

term ‘insignificant photography’ – not in the sense that they are mindless 

(as Tagg would perhaps have it), irrelevant and of no consequence, but 

rather in the sense of allowing us to see things that have been captured 

almost incidentally and in passing, with the thematic ‘what’ not being the 

key impulse behind the execution of the images. It is worth emphasising 

that this idea of insignificant photography has not just come to the fore 

with the development of networked digital technologies but was actually 

present in the early discourse of photography, even if the latter tended to 

confine photography’s nonhuman aspect to the fairly conservative idea of 

‘objective observation’. Steve Edwards explains that 

Throughout its history, the camera has repeatedly been seen 

as an objective machine that captures information without 

any interference from the artist. … in the early years of photog-

raphy this was an often repeated theme: it was assumed that 

the sun made the picture, or the camera did, or even that the 

object in question depicted itself (Talbot spoke of his coun-

try pile, Lacock Abbey, as the first building ‘that was ever yet 

known to have drawn its own picture’). (Edwards, 2006: 19) 
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The separation between the mechanism of photography as ‘objective 

observation’ and the human-centric notion of the ‘intentionality’ of the 

photographer has been used as a disciplinary device in art history: as sig-

nalled before, the elevation of photography to the status of art has been 

premised upon it.
9
 It is this separation that the work of many contempo-

rary photographers such as Ducharme and Ferguson troubles to a signif-

icant extent.

So what is meant by this notion of photographic condition, and does 

the postulation of its existence stand up to philosophical and experien-

tial scrutiny? To explore these questions, let us start from a very simple 

proposition: there is life in photography. If living in the so-called media 

age has become tantamount to being photographed on a permanent basis, 

with our identity constituted and verified by the ongoing development of 

our photo galleries and photo streams on mobile phones, tablets and social 

media platforms such as Facebook, Tumblr and Pinterest, not to mention 

the thousands of security cameras quietly and often invisibly registering 

our image when we pass through city centres, shopping malls and airports, 

then, contrary to its more typical Barthesian association with the passage 

of time and death, photography can be understood more productively as 

a life-making process. As Sarah Kember and I argue in Life after New 

Media, it is ‘precisely in its efforts to arrest duration, to capture or still 

the flow of life – beyond singular photographs’ success or failure at repre-

senting this or that referent – that photography’s vital forces are activated’ 

(Kember & Zylinska, 2012: 72). Photography lends itself to being under-

stood in a critical vitalist framework due to its positioning in a network of 

dynamic relations between present and past, movement and stasis, flow 

and cut. In making cuts into duration, in stabilising the temporal flow into 

entities, photography is inherently involved with time. Significantly, for 

vitalist philosophers such as Henri Bergson and Gilles Deleuze, time, 

duration and movement stand precisely for life itself. As Bergson pro-

vocatively asks, ‘But is it not obvious that the photograph, if photograph 

there be, is already taken, already developed in the very heart of things 

and at all the points of space?’ (1911: 31). Photography’s proximity to life 

is therefore revealed in its temporal aspect, which is enacted in photogra-

phy’s dual ontology, whereby it can be seen as both object and practice, as 

both snapshot and all the other virtual snapshots that could have poten-

tially been there, and, last but not least, as both being something here and 
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now and as something always unfolding into something else. It is also in 

this dual ontology that the nonhuman side of photography comes to the 

fore, enacted as it is through agents as diverse as CCTV, aerial camera 

systems, satellites, endoscopy equipment and webcams as well as cam-

era- and mobile-phone-sporting humans. It is perhaps worth making 

a quick reservation here that, to acknowledge the life-making aspect of 

photography is not necessarily to condone the politically suspicious yet 

increasingly widespread technologies of ubiquitous surveillance, control 

and loss of privacy enabled by various kinds of cameras. However, much 

has already been written about the latter, with little acknowledgement 

so far of the vital potentiality of photography – which, in an ontological 

sense, does not have to be an agent of control, even if it often is. There 

is therefore a danger of moralising photography in academic and public 

discourses before its potential has been truly explored. The foreground-

ing of the inherently creative power of photography as a practice is part of 

the philosophical argument of this article, although issues of politics never 

disappear from its agenda.

Photography and life

The on-off activity of the photographic process, which carves life into 

fragments while simultaneously reconnecting them to the imagistic flow, 

may allow us to conclude not only that there is life in photography, but also 

that life itself is photographic. Interestingly, Claire Colebrook explains 

this process of creative becoming in and of life by drawing on the very 

concept of image production, or ‘imaging’. She writes: ‘All life, accord-

ing to Bergson and to Deleuze after him, can be considered as a form of 

perception or “imaging” where there is not one being that apprehends or 

represents another being, but two vectors of creativity where one poten-

tial for differentiation encounters another and from that potential forms a 

relatively stable tendency or manner’ (2010: 11). This idea has its root in 

Bergson’s Matter and Memory, where our experience of the world, which 

is always a way of sensing the world, comes in the form of images. We 

should mention here that, on the whole, Bergson is somewhat hesitant 

about the role played by images in cognition: in Creative Evolution he 

dismisses them as mere ‘snapshots’ of perception, post-factum reductions 

of duration and time to a sequence of the latter’s frozen slices.
10

 It may 
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therefore seem strange to be revisiting the work of a philosopher who only 

used the concept of photography negatively, to outline a ‘better’, i.e. more 

intuitive and more fluid, mode of perception and cognition, in an attempt 

to say something new about photography. However, my argument here, 

as in my previous work,
11

 is that Bergson’s error is first and foremost 

media-specific and not philosophical per se: namely, he misunderstands 

photography’s inherently creative and dynamic power by reducing it to 

a sequence of already fossilised artefacts, with the mind fragmenting the 

world into a sequence of ‘snapshots’. This is why I want to suggest that, 

its mystical underpinnings aside, we can mobilise Bergson’s philosophical 

writings on duration understood as a manifestation of élan vital to rethink 

photography as a quintessential practice of life. Indeed, photography is 

one possible (and historically specific) enactment of the creative practice 

of imaging, with the cuts into duration it makes always remaining con-

nected to the flow of time. If we accept the fact that cutting – be it with 

our visual or conceptual apparatus – is inevitable to the processes of mak-

ing sense of the world, then we can see any outcomes of the photographic 

cut, i.e. photographs and other products of the image-making process, as 

temporary stabilisations of the flow of duration that still bear a trace of life 

– rather than as frozen and ultimately deadly mementoes of the past. It is 

important to point out that, in order to recognise any kind of process as a 

process, we need to see it against the concept of a temporary stabilisation, 

interruption or cut into this process. A photograph is one possible form 

such stabilisations take, and a rather ubiquitous one at that. It is precisely 

because of its ubiquity and its increasingly intuitive technological appara-

tus that it serves as a perfect illustration of Bergson’s ideas – or rather, of 

my own ‘differentiated reading’ of Bergson. Bergson himself foregrounds 

this mutually constitutive relationship between process and stoppage 

when he says that ‘Things are constituted by the instantaneous cut which 

the understanding practices, at a given moment, on a flux of this kind, and 

what is mysterious when we compare the cuts together becomes clear 

when we relate them to the flux’ (1944: 272). This supposition allows us 

to posit photography as an ultimately salutary and creative force in man-

aging the duration of the world by the human as a species with limited 

cognitive and sensory capacity. 

The notion of the creative role of the imaging process in life has also 

recently made its manifestation in the work of radical biologists, such as 
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Lynn Margulis. As she puts it in a book co-authored with her son Dorian 

Sagan, ‘All living beings, not just animals, but plants and microorganisms, 

perceive. To survive, an organic being must perceive – it must seek, or at 

least recognize, food and avoid environmental danger’ (Margulis & Sagan, 

2000: 27). This act of perception, which involves the seeking out and rec-

ognition of something else, involves the making of an image of that some-

thing else (food, predator, sexual partner), one that needs to be at least 

temporarily fixed in order for the required proximity – for consumption 

or sex – to be accomplished. We could perhaps therefore suggest that 

imaging is a form of proto-photography, planting the seed of the com-

bined human-machinic ‘desire’ explored by Batchen that came to its own 

in the early nineteenth century. After Bergson, images (which are not yet 

photographs) stand for ‘a certain existence which is more than that which 

the idealist calls a representation, but less than that which the realist calls 

a thing – an existence placed half-way between the “thing” and the “rep-

resentation”’ (Bergson, 1911: vii). It is precisely through images that nov-

elty comes into the world, which is why images should not be reduced to 

mere representations but should rather be understood as creations, ‘some 

of which are philosophical, some artistic, some scientific’ (Colebrook, 

2010: 23). To put this another way, the creative impulse of life takes it 

beyond representation as a form of picturing what already exists: instead, 

life is a creation of images in the most radical sense, a way of temporarily 

stabilising matter into forms. Photographic practice as we conventionally 

know it, with all the automatism it entails, is just one instantiation of this 

creative process of life. 

If all life is indeed photographic, the notion of the photographic 

apparatus that embraces yet also goes beyond the human becomes fun-

damental to our understanding of what we have called the photographic 

condition. To speak of the photographic apparatus is of course not just 

to argue for a straightforward replacement of the human vision with a 

machinic one, but rather to recognise the mutual intertwining and co-

constitution of the organic and the machinic, the technical and the dis-

cursive, in the production of vision, and hence of the world. In her work 

on the use of apparatuses in physics experiments, the philosopher and 

quantum physicist Karen Barad argues that such devices are not just ‘pas-

sive observing instruments; on the contrary, they are productive of (and 

part of) phenomena’ (2007: 142). We could easily apply this argument 
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to photography, where the camera as a viewing device, the photographic 

frame both in the viewfinder and as the circumference of a photographic 

print, the enlarger, the computer, the printer, the photographer (who, in 

many instances, such as surveillance or speed cameras, is replaced by the 

camera-eye), and, last but not least, the discourses about photography and 

vision that produce them as objects for us humans are all active agents in 

the constitution of a photograph. In other words, they are all part of what 

we understand by photography. 

Becoming a camera

As signalled earlier, it is not just philosophy that helps us envisage this 

nonhuman, machinic dimension of photography: photographic, and, 

more broadly, artistic practice is even better predisposed to enact it (rather 

than just provide an argument about it). A series of works by British artist 

Lindsay Seers is a case in point. Exhibited, among other places, at Matt’s 

Gallery in London as It Has To Be This Way in 2009, and accompanied 

by an aptly titled book, Human Camera, Seers’ ongoing project consists 

of a number of seemingly autobiographic films. These are full of bizarre 

yet just-about-believable adventures occurring to their heroine, all veri-

fied by a body of ‘experts’ – from doctors and critics through to family 

members – that appear in the films but also leave behind ‘evidence’ in 

the form of numerous written accounts, photographs and documentary 

records. In one of the films, a young girl, positioned as ‘Lindsay Seers’, 

is living her life unable to make a distinction between herself and the 

world, or between the world and its representations. The girl is gifted 

with exceptional memory so, like a camera that is permanently switched 

on, she records and remembers practically everything. ‘It is as if I was in 

a kaleidoscope, a bead in the mesmerising and constantly shifting pat-

tern. Everything was in flux, every single moment and every single object 

rewritten at every turn’, as ‘Lindsay Seers’ recalls in a short piece called 

‘Becoming Something’ included in Human Camera (Seers, 2007: 36). 

This terrifyingly magnificent gift is lost once the girl sees a photograph 

of herself. She then spends her adult life clothed in a black sack, photo-

graphing things obsessively. In this way, she is literally trying to ‘become 

a camera’ by making photographs on light-sensitive paper inserted into 

her mouth, with the images produced ‘bathed in the red light’ of her body 
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(figure 15.7). This ambition is later replaced by an attempt to ‘become 

a projector’ by creating things ex nihilo through the emanation of light. 

Some of Seers’ films presented in the show are screened in a black hut 

modelled on Thomas Edison’s Black Maria, his New Jersey film studio 

that was used for projection as well as photography. With this, Seers 

invites us not just to witness her process of becoming a camera but also to 

enter a giant camera ourselves, to literally step into the world of imaging, 

to re-connect us to the technicity of our own being. 

Figure 15.7. Lindsay Seers, Optogram (mouth camera), 2010.

Although Bergson’s argument about life as a form of imaging is pos-

ited as transhistorical, we can add a unique inflection to it by returning to 

Flusser, and, in particular, his study of the relation between the human 

and the technical apparatus. For Flusser, that relation changed signifi-

cantly after the Industrial Revolution, a state of events in which ‘photog-

raphers are inside their apparatus and bound up with it... It is a new kind 

of function in which human beings and apparatus merge into a unity’ 

(2000: 27). Consequently, human beings now ‘function as a function 

of apparatuses’ (26), limited as they are to the execution of the camera’s 

programme from the range of seemingly infinite possibilities which are 

nevertheless determined by the machine’s algorithm. Arguably, humans 
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themselves are enactors of such a programme, a sequence of possibilities 

enabled by various couplings of adenine, cytosine, guanine and thymine, 

arranged into a double helix of life. To state this is not to postulate some 

kind of uncritical technological or biological determinism that would 

remove from ‘us’ any possibility of action – as artists, photographers, crit-

ics, or spectators – and any responsibility for the actions we are to take. It 

is merely to acknowledge our kinship with other living beings across the 

evolutionary spectrum, with our lives remaining subject to biochemical 

reactions that we cannot always understand, control or overcome (from 

blushing through to ageing and dying). Just as ‘the imagination of the 

camera is greater than that of every single photographer and that of all 

photographers put together’ (Flusser, 2000: 30), the imagination of ‘the 

programme called life’ in which we all participate (and which is an out-

come of multiple processes running across various scale of the universe) 

far exceeds our human imagination. Such a recognition of our entangle-

ment as sentient and discursive beings in complex biological and tech-

nical networks is necessary if we are to become involved, seriously and 

responsibly, in any kind of photography, philosophy or other critical or 

everyday activity in which we aim to exercise ‘free will’. 

Re-forming the world

By reconnecting us to the technical apparatus, by letting us explore our 

machinic kinship, artists such as the appropriately named Seers and the 

other image-makers discussed in this article are all engaged (even if they 

are not always up-front about it or perhaps even entirely aware of it) in 

exploring the fundamental problem that many philosophers of technol-

ogy who take science seriously have been grappling with: given that ‘there 

is no place for human freedom within the area of automated, programmed 

and programming  apparatuses’, how can we ‘show a way in which it is 

nevertheless possible to open up a space for freedom’? (Flusser, 2000: 

81-82). Such an undertaking is very much needed, according to Flusser, 

‘because it is the only form of revolution open to us’ (82). Flusser points 

to ‘envisioners’, that is ‘people who try to turn an automatic apparatus 

against its own condition of being automatic’ (Flusser, 2001: 19), as those 

who will be able to undertake the task of standing ‘against the world’, 

by pointing ‘at it with their fingertips to inform it’. In this perspective, 
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codification and visualisation are seen as radical interventions into the 

world, and ways of re-forming it, rather than as ways of dehumanising it 

the way Tagg seemed to suggest.

Any prudent and effective way of envisaging and picturing a trans-

formation of our relation to the universe must thus be conducted not in 

terms of a human struggle against the machine but rather in terms of our 

mutual co-constitution, as a recognition of our shared kinship. This rec-

ognition of the photographic condition that encompasses yet goes beyond 

the human, and of the photographic apparatus that extends well beyond 

our eyes and beyond the devices supposedly under our control, should 

prompt us human philosophers, photographers and spectators to mobil-

ise the ongoing creative impulse of life, where the whole world is a cam-

era, and put it to creative rather than conservative uses. The conceptual 

expansion of processes of image-making beyond the human can also allow 

us to work towards escaping what Colebrook calls the ‘privatization of the 

eye in late capitalism’ (2010: 17), where what starts out as a defence of 

our right to look often ends up as a defence of our right to look at the small 

screen. In challenging the self-possessive individualism of the human eye, 

photography that seriously and consciously engages with its own expan-

sive ontological condition and its nonhuman genealogy may therefore be 

seen as a truly revolutionary practice. Indeed, the concept and practice 

of nonhuman photography reconnects us to other beings and processes 

across the universe: including those of the Taurus Molecular Cloud. It 

serves as a reminder that the short moment in natural history when the 

human species has folded ‘the world around its own, increasingly myopic, 

point of view’ (Colebrook, 2014: 22), and that has allowed it to become 

‘seduced, spellbound, distracted and captivated by inanity’ (15), should 

not obscure the wider horizon of our openness to the world, our relation-

ality with it through originary perception. Nonhuman photography can 

therefore serve as both a response to ‘man’s tendency to reify himself’ 

(Colebrook, 2014: 15) and an opening towards a radical posthumanist 

political analysis. It can do this by highlighting that there is more than just 

one point of view and that, by tearing the eye from the body and embrac-

ing the distributed machinic vision, it may be possible to see the drone 

as a more than just a killing machine – although of course there are no 

guarantees.
12
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Original source and licence

Mika Elo and Marko Karo, with Marc Goodwin (eds) (2015) Photographic 

Powers. Helsinki: Aalto ARTS. Licence: CC BY 4.0.
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Notes

1	  This series was developed as a visual track for my book, Minimal Ethics for 

the Anthropocene (Ann Arbor: Open Humanities Press, 2014).

2	  This is a famous line by physicist Carl Sagan from his documentary TV 

series, Cosmos.

3	  In my books Minimal Ethics for the Anthropocene (Ann Arbor: Open 

Humanities Press, 2014), Bioethics in the Age of New Media (Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press, 2009) and The Ethics of Cultural Studies (London and 

New York: Continuum, 2005) I explored this question of responsibility 

by taking some steps towards outlining a non-prescriptive, non-moralistic, 

content-free ethics.

4	  Although the tradition of posthumanist critique in the humanities extends 

as far back as at least the work of Charles Darwin and Sigmund Freud, 

and includes writings by authors such as Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida 

and Donna Haraway, some of the recent key texts that critically expound 

the concept of posthumanism include: N. Katherine Hayles (1999) How 

We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and 

Informatics. Chicago: University of Chicago Press; Cary Wolfe (2009) 

What Is Posthumanism?. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press; Rosi 

Braidotti (2013) The Posthuman. Cambridge: Polity; and Stefan Herbrechter 

(2013) Posthumanism: A Critical Analysis. London: Bloomsbury.

5	  Cited from a letter written by Flusser in Zielinski (2013: 114). Zielinski 

explains that, for Flusser, ‘the apparatus does what the human wants it to do, 

and the human can only want what the apparatus is able to do’ (114).
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6	  There are of course many ways of systematising art photography, with 

additional categories and subcategories – such as ‘abstraction’, ‘architecture’ 

or ‘nude’ – being frequently listed. The quick typology proposed here does 

not aim to be comprehensive or scholarly: rather, my aim is to highlight the 

traditional categories frequently used by professional fine art photography 

exhibition and competitions, as well as amateur artist photo hosting sites. The 

last category, ‘conceptual photography’, is perhaps the most open and the most 

contentious. I am using the term here in the expanded sense it has gained on 

many art photography websites. To cite from one of them, Fotoblur (www.

fotoblur.com), conceptual photography is a ‘genre of photography in which the 

artist makes a photograph of a concept or idea’. 

7	  This article arises out of a catalogue essay I wrote for this exhibition: 

J. Zylinska (2013) ‘All the World’s a Camera: Notes on Nonhuman 

Photography’, in Paul Wombell (ed.), Drone: The Automated Image. 

Bielefeld: Kerber.

8	  For the exposition of this argument, developed in response to the writings of 

Michael Fried on the work of Thomas Demand, see Michaels (2007: 443-44).

9	  Fried’s Why Photography Matters as Art as Never Before espouses this 

point of view.

10	  Bemoaning our suppression of intuition – which can offer us a more 

accurate and less fragmented picture of the world – Bergson highlights our 

overreliance on the intellect in the cognitive process: 

Instead of attaching ourselves to the inner becoming of things, we place our-

selves outside them in order to recompose their becoming artificially. We take 

snapshots, as it were, of the passing reality, and, as these are characteristic 

of the reality, we have only to string them on a becoming, abstract, uniform 

and invisible, situated at the back of the apparatus of knowledge, in order to 

imitate what there is that is characteristic in this becoming itself. Perception, 

intellection, language so proceed in general. Whether we would think becom-

ing, or express it, or even perceive it, we hardly do anything else than set going 

a kind of cinematograph inside us. (1944: 362)

11	  This section develops some of the ideas discussed in chapter 3 of Kember and 

Zylinska, Life After New Media. 

12	  For a playful, tactical media-style exploration of what a drone would 

do in times of peace see IOCOSE’s project, Drone Selfies, 2014, http://

photomediationsmachine.net/2014/08/06/drone-selfies/.

www.fotoblur.com
www.fotoblur.com
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CHAPTER 16

Benjamin, BitTorrent, Bootlegs: 

Auratic Piracy Cultures? 

Raúl Rodríguez-Ferrándiz

Seventy-five years ago, Walter Benjamin showed us that the 

line between ‘production’ and ‘reproduction’ had begun to 

blur. Reproduction was no longer optional, consequential, 

and degrading (the shredding of the original’s aura), but was 

instead being transformed into a principle of production 

itself: something was produced bearing in mind how it was 

to be reproduced. No longer did the original exist (in photog-

raphy, film, music recordings), but instead, there was diffu-

sion, exhibition. The work existed precisely at the time and 

place of its enjoyment. Today, the cultural pirates of the new 

digital era take this principle to the extreme, with a certain 

characteristic also foreseen by Benjamin: a yearning to par-

ticipate, to post-produce something captured in order to later 

return it to the Internet, modified in some way and made 

available to others. This postproduction is what is now often 

mixed up with reception, just as production and reproduc-

tion were in Benjamin’s day. Postproduction on the receiv-

er’s side, which somehow augments and extends the received 

work, in other words creates an etymologically rigorous 

author-ization (auctor as the root of both author and augmen-

tation). The cultural pirate only deserves redemption thanks 

to this creative augmentation. 
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From product to re-product 

The most cited and renowned of Walter Benjamin’s works
1
 can still be 

read today, without much effort, as the first treatise on multimedia cul-

tural piracy. Let us briefly recall the text. First, Benjamin reminded us 

that the reproduction of images dates back to the age-old tradition of 

minting coins and the serial manufacturing of bronze and terra-cotta 

pieces. This copying of images by the hundreds was perfected thanks 

to such technological developments as xylography, contemporary with 

printing, and much later, toward the end of the 18th century, lithogra-

phy. However, none of these techniques were even remotely capable of 

reaching the quotas achieved by photography in the mid-19th century. In 

fact, throughout this journey, starting with photography and moving on 

through film, the very concept of ‘original’ itself obviously loses consis-

tency: the original is already a copy, and the distance between future cop-

ies and the first is irrelevant. The work is no longer at its place of origin, 

nor does it show evidence or traces of such an origin (which is what is 

meant by ‘original’), but instead, it exists precisely at the time and place 

of its distribution, where neither its accuracy (guaranteed by technology), 

nor its origin (converted into a fetishism which increases its exchange-

value, but not the aesthetic pleasure which the copies can also provide) 

play any essential role. 

Benjamin seems to laud, in any case in a prudent and subtle manner, 

artwork which is able to break away from its sacred origins, with its own 

specific time and place, and special and specialized officiants. In other 

words, he praises artwork which, while still being a work of art, does not 

claim to be an original, but is diffused around the world as reproduction, 

reaching the masses to whom art and culture had previously been inacces-

sible. Furthermore, Benjamin foresaw the concept of ‘mass narcissism’ as 

an effect of technical reproducibility. In cinema halls, the masses are not 

only witness to an imaginary and inaccessible world, but also to a world 

they themselves occupy, filling the streets on marches and demonstra-

tions, on strike or in celebration; attending mass events, political rallies, 

sporting events; even fighting in wars. Obviously, the full magnitude of 

this is not something that the demonstrators themselves could appreciate, 

nor could they replay it at will. Neither could they form part of a causal 
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history in which they were collectively included as protagonists – masses 

as actors in a narrative.

Faced with the anguish felt by his friend Adorno, Benjamin intuitively 

knew that a new dawn awaited the arts. In addition, by no means had arts 

such as painting, theater, or music suffered due to inventions like photog-

raphy, film, and industrial phonography. It was possible for the painter, 

playwright, and composer to incorporate these new technologies into 

their work, and in so doing, to adapt their creations to the requirements 

imposed by reproducibility. All of these factors could serve not only as 

sources of motivation, but also for the projection of works unto previously 

unreachable audiences. 

The aura of the original, ‘the unique phenomenon of a distance, how-

ever close it may be’, is lost in reproduction, according to Benjamin (1969: 

221-230). As he states in The Arcades Project, reproduction sees the aura 

give way to the trace, which is a sign of intimate possession, and at the 

same time, of irretrievable loss (1999b: 447). The aura is the authentic 

and singular existence of a work of art; it is what gives an account of its 

material origin, as a thing in the world, and of a tradition from which said 

work is nourished and upon which said work has an effect, becoming a 

part of that tradition. Be it manual or technical, reproduction omits these 

qualities of the original work and the aura, in which they reside, disap-

pears. The aura is what cannot be reproduced, what cannot be pirated: 

‘there can’, as Benjamin puts it, ‘be no replica of it’. So, what happens if 

the mere concept of ‘original’ loses meaning in a photochemical cultural 

production (as a static or moving image) which is essentially (not option-

ally) reproducible and therefore not anchored to a time and a place, to an 

epiphany, or to the uniqueness of its expression, but is, rather, a nomadic 

production? (1969: 224, 244). 

Benjamin noted the turning point which photography and film 

brought to aesthetics, phenomenology, and even ethics of reproduction. 

Photography and film are technical reproductions which undermine the 

notion of ‘original’, and which switch the focus of interest from the work 

as a singularity that physically retains the creator’s touch to a vision of 

the work as a multipliable and liberated piece which removes distinctions 

between original and copy, between early and late, between here and 

there and therefore, Benjamin suggests, removes distinctions between cre-

ator and audience. The nature of the new arts in technical reproducibility 
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is, precisely, to remove itself from the ritual, the uniqueness and concen-

tration, the time and place, the privileged audience, and instead, project 

itself to an undefined space and moment, and to a completely unknown 

audience – a mass audience ‘whose sense of the universal equality of 

things has increased to such a degree that it extracts it even from a unique 

object by means of reproduction’ (1969: 223). 

When using such methods, the author is aware that he or she is work-

ing to promote traffic, public access, and convenient availability, as well as 

a process, a flow, and an audience of potential consumers of copies. Does 

the aura itself become reproducible, leaving the original, if there is one, 

without any claim to a stake? Does technical reproduction, the shredding 

of the aura, become its hiding place? 

It is true that Benjamin’s position with regard to the destruction of the 

aura is ambivalent. He tackles the subject in ‘The Work of Art…’ and on 

three other occasions,
2
 to the point where it can be said without exaggera-

tion that his reflections on the aura permeated the intellectual output of 

the last ten years of his life. Benjamin oscillated between a ‘liquidationist’ 

and an ‘elegiac’ attitude to the aura, just as he oscillates in his writings 

between a specific conception (the aura upon the arrival of photography 

and film) and another, more general (one could say ‘experiential’) concep-

tion, between an aesthetic and an ethical vision. In any case, and seeking 

to reconcile these perspectives, we could say that, for Benjamin, it is not 

so much that the aura can be derived from some objects (paintings and 

theatrical productions) and not from others (photographs and films), but 

rather, that there is a fundamental category of experience, memory, and 

perception which imbues people’s ways of looking at the world, at oth-

ers, and at works of art, and that said category is now disappearing under 

the weight of new technologies in technical reproducibility, which is both 

an opportunity and a danger. We could say that 1) an aura becomes less 

a property of the object and more a quality of the subject of the percep-

tion, a special sensitivity that allows this subject to perceive the world and 

works of art auratically, and 2) what is important, in this instance, is atti-

tude, the use the subjects make of their ability to look and see in each case 

(Costello, 2005). 

Let us consider for a moment a fully ‘auratic’ example: The Scream 

by Edward Munch. Curators of the Munch Museum in Oslo doubt that 

they will ever be able to repair the damage the painting suffered during 
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its theft and subsequent recovery. The board was wet in some areas, and 

the painting had deteriorated so much that it seems it will be difficult 

to ever restore its original tonalities. This example, though unfortunate, 

gives pause for thought. On the one hand, Munch is considered a careless 

and almost even negligent painter in the completion of his works, often 

considering them finished, even when they showed signs of accidental 

marks or scratches. Who knows if the painting we were familiar with was 

not the result of luck and chance, even more than artwork usually is? The 

incidence of its theft was the most passionate adventure of its entire life as 

an artistic object, beyond the boring comfort of the Norwegian museum, 

where it was held under controlled temperature, humidity, and lighting 

conditions. No one dares to question whether the event of its theft and 

recovery has been lucrative for the museum and added to the painter’s 

renown: this event is an added value to Munch’s biography and the count-

less interpretations of his work. It is comparable in some ways to the lost 

head of the Winged Victory of Samothrace and the mutilated arms of the 

Venus de Milo. 

The difference is that we have known Munch’s painting in its (rela-

tive) completeness and integrity, while these statues have reached us and 

become part of the history of art with their beautiful defects. The paint-

ing, contrary to these statues, has been copied and photographed thou-

sands of times, and had been reproduced a million times over on post-

cards, picture cards, posters, t-shirts, etc. prior to its deterioration. Thus, 

the curators must turn to these copies, born of technical reproducibility, 

in order to restore the initial appearance of the board as far as possible, 

in such a way that it will be the reproduction that will serve as proof of 

expertise in restoring the original, and not the original – now not so origi-

nal and not so suggestive of its origin, but rather, corrupted by the circum-

stances of its theft. The reproduction is therefore the guarantee of accu-

racy. In a way, the copies are now more authentic than the original itself, 

more loyal to the author’s will when he decided his work was completed. 

Munch created up to four different versions of the painting, two of which 

– not one – were stolen, in 1994 and 2004, and recovered soon after-

wards. The differences between these versions are clearly distinguish-

able, though Munch did not identify any one as superior to the others. 

Was Munch himself trying out a type of ‘serial’ process in the creation 
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of his own original work? Was he reproducing himself in a chirographic 

sense? Was Munch the first copier of The Scream? His own first pirate? 

This anecdote, to which so many equivalents can be found in the his-

tory of painting, outlines the paradox which Benjamin had to confront, 

and which must still give us pause for thought today. The paradox of a 

photograph which can unquestionably crush the aura with the disqui-

eting (but incomplete, frustrated) likeness it presents to us and with the 

(viscous, not friendly) closeness it imposes, but which is often that which 

is responsible for preserving that aura, that which testifies to something 

that the damaged original can no longer guarantee. And not only this, it is 

also responsible for feeding the aura, for exalting it: is it not true that the 

photograph of a work of art, which allows it to be reproduced in catalogs 

for museums and exhibitions, in encyclopedias, textbooks and history of 

art essays, and which has recently multiplied its dissemination and global 

circulation through the Internet, is far from an insignificant factor in the 

ever-renewed prestige, the topicality of said work? (Malraux, 1947/1978). 

Let us consider for a moment the differences between, on the 

one hand, this act of actual theft and attempted piracy (as the thieves 

undoubtedly intended to trade in the stolen work) and, on the other, an 

act of online pillaging. Obviously, we must condemn the theft or destruc-

tion of an original, which is not only a criminal act, but also an irreparable 

loss for art as an institution and heritage. But what are we to say about the 

multiplication of an original? Does it call for the same judgment? Internet 

pillaging obviously involves digital copies, rather than a unique and irre-

placeable original. And digital copies are, as we shall see, qualitatively 

different from chirographic copies: the practice of ‘secondary’ copying 

(copying in an attempt to supplant the original, to usurp its prestige) no 

longer exists. This secondarization of copying has no meaning in the digi-

tal world, as we are dealing with identical duplicates, rather than copies. 

Digital copying is a form of transportation which does not, however, move 

what has been copied from its original place, which does not seek to sup-

plant but which in any case seeks a circulation that is difficult to restrict 

(Bunz, 2007). A circulation, yes, but also a rewrite, an alteration which, 

again, does not suppose the corruption of the original. Let us suppose that 

the thieves of the Munch paintings had been a mixture of admirers and 

frustrated painters. And they had wanted to add their own brush strokes 

to the original, to in a way renew Munch, update him. It seems absurd, yes, 
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but this is what hundreds of Internet pirates are and what they do, as can 

be seen by anybody who types ‘The Scream’ into Google Images. From 

Macaulay Culkin to Homer Simpson, from Tarzan to Eric Northman 

(the latter being one of the stars of the series True Blood), from the mask 

used by the killer in the Scream saga (named, by no coincidence, after the 

Munch painting) to Senator Harry Reid – they have all been lifted by out-

side hands into the place of that anguished face, to varying degrees of suc-

cess and creativity. New faces which perhaps (coincidences of this type 

have been seen before) occupy just the spot in which the corruption of 

the canvas due to its theft and handling could be most pronounced. And 

this is in a playful way, one that does no harm to the original held in Oslo, 

which will be restored (or not) thanks to photographs. Furthermore, it is 

in a way which poses no threat either to the history of the painting (nor, 

admittedly, does it substantially improve it), or to the copyright held by 

Munch’s heirs, should there be such a thing.
3
 

Reproducible arts and the reproducibility of the arts 

With great insight, Benjamin defined a point of inflection not so much 

between the chirographical and technographical arts (painting and pho-

tography, respectively), but rather between arts for the purpose of produc-

ing an original and arts in which the notion of original loses value in favor 

of a multitude of ‘copies’ available to the public. The issue is not, strictly 

speaking, a matter of technology: our notion of ‘technological’ is history-

based, but, upon further reflection, chirography also requires technology, 

whether paintbrush, stage, pen, chisel, flute, or violin. An artistic genius 

has never been hindered by these more or less refined technical instru-

ments, which have allowed his or her self-expression through the model-

ing of a material, but rather, the test of his or her art has been precisely his 

or her ability to dominate the techniques required to bring imagination to 

life in the form of artwork. 

The crux of the matter lies in the development and perfection of 

technology and the skills for reproduction – all reprographic techniques, 

in the broadest sense, from the press to the laser printer, photographic, 

sound/music, cinematographic, and also broadcasting-related technolo-

gies (radio, television, video, Internet) which appear to offer a point of 

convergence or overlap with production-related technologies and skills. 
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We refer to the critical moment in which, for example, a camera points its 

lens at paintings exhibited in museums, at sculptures, at monuments and 

buildings, and thereby allows their reproduction through illustrated cards 

(Malraux, 1978), or the moment in which a musician’s live performance 

is reproduced at a distance or recorded (Szendy, 2008). 

But then, what Benjamin documents and theorizes about is precisely 

that period in the history of technology at the service of creation during 

which the line between production and reproduction blurs. Paradoxically, 

this occurs to the point where reproduction both ‘precedes’ production 

and becomes its ultimate purpose: something is produced bearing in mind 

how it will look or sound once it is reproduced and the devices, supports, 

and reproductive formats with which it will be reproduced. The creator 

is perfectly aware that of the whole he or she produces, the only part that 

counts is the part that goes on to be reproduced – let’s call it the ‘reprod-

uct’: the negatives from which positive images will be created, enlarged, 

and eventually exhibited or published; the takes that will become the final 

shots in the film; the recorded chords and vocalizations which will com-

pose the corresponding soundtrack. Meanwhile, these same reproduc-

tion techniques do not simply involve a carefully thought-out selection 

or reduction of the whole that was recorded before the camera or micro-

phone, but they also provide a mine of expressive resources which alter 

(by stylizing, hyper-realizing, dramatizing, ridiculing, cleaning, equal-

izing, synthesizing, and sampling) what has been saved on photographic 

film, motion picture reels, sound recordings, or digital archives. 

The record industry provides a clear example. Doesn’t a pop or rock 

artist compose a song or collection of songs to be recorded on an album 

in a studio where technical manipulations and virtuosities are carried 

out that are impossible during a live performance? Also, don’t we often 

yearn to adapt a live concert performance, the ‘copy’, to the recording we 

have listened to previously, our original? Even when we seek a different 

experience at the live concert, a more direct musicality, isn’t this live con-

cert itself often recorded for marketing purposes, whether as an audio 

(a music CD of the live concert) or audiovisual product (a reproducible 

DVD for viewing on the TV or computer screen)? The performance’s 

dynamics concerning time and space are subjected to the needs of the 

sound or video recordings. Just to make things even more complicated, 

isn’t this video recording projected live on giant screens for the public in 
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situ? A crowd so large that, for the majority, the only option is to watch 

the live broadcast of the performance, in this case not on television, but 

on proxivision, in a rigorously etymological sense. Isn’t it true that the live 

retransmission, in using multiple cameras and audio takes, offers a differ-

ent experience, but one which is probably richer in sound and visually 

than that enjoyed by the front-row spectator at the foot of the stage? The 

other spectator (the ambivalent one) is able to experience the real pres-

ence of the artist and his or her work (the aura?), as well as the contagious 

mood of a multitudinous congregation, all while receiving the detail and 

quality provided by audiovisual reproduction technologies. 

Nevertheless, this paradoxical precedence and preference of the 

recording or retransmission of the performance does not only occur 

in pop music. A classical music composer or performer may prefer a 

recording, i.e., performing for a recording device under favorable condi-

tions, over a live public performance. Let’s take Stravinski and Glenn 

Gould as two opposing paradigmatic cases. In the early 20th century, 

due to his concerns about the distortions that his written, perhaps inter-

preted albeit unrecorded, work could suffer at the hands of Hollywood 

(e.g., the arrangements of The Rite of Spring for Fantasia), Stravinski 

struggled between preventing such manipulation and his general disap-

proval of mechanical recordings and personally controlling said record-

ings, or in other words, of establishing an approved version of his work 

which would prevent or discredit as mere rearrangements all of those 

which, whether he liked it or not, would eventually be produced by the 

music or film industry. Conversely, Glenn Gould detested exhibiting his 

performance-based virtuosities and preferred to lock himself away in a 

recording studio and transform the production of records into his ‘art’. In 

other words, Gould decided to take advantage of the fact that technical 

reproducibility could finally separate the musical performance from the 

listening experience, after centuries of necessarily coinciding, and thus 

edit the recording that mediated between the two to create a montage of 

different performances, perhaps even recorded at different times.
4
 The 

same is true for music lovers: for them, it can no longer be a live perfor-

mance by the conductors Menuhin, Bernstein, or Von Karajan that they 

adore, but rather, the recordings of these performances which, without a 

doubt, create a musical experience that is different from attending a live 

performance and, in their judgment, unquestionably superior to any later 
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performance, whether recorded or live. Most likely this is due to cultural 

fetishism, fanaticism, and perhaps an excessive admiration, that repre-

sent, even amongst connoisseurs, a guarantee for technical reproduction: 

the recorded performance, experienced and enjoyed strictly as such, 

becomes the standard for excellence of any other performance, whether 

recorded or live. 

Benjamin was precociously aware of this major aspect of 20th-cen-

tury culture, society, and technology, which opens up a joyful, or at least 

hopeful, perspective, precisely in the mid-1930s, a time when culture, 

society, and technology offered little in the way of hope. Furthermore, 

Benjamin also seems to propose, often between the lines, that technical 

reproducibility, which in a certain sense corrupts originality and the aura, 

is capable of relocating and reconstructing this elsewhere, perhaps at the 

receptor’s end – but let us not get ahead of ourselves. The main point 

is that Benjamin advocates the intimacy and mutual support that exists 

between productive and reproductive technologies, as well as the initial 

impact this undoubtedly has on the diffusion, circulation, and (surely) 

ownership of the work of art. 

From re-product to post-product 

Let us take a step forward: what happens in the case of digital works of 

art? As noted by Michael Betancourt: 

Every digital reproduction is identical to every other; digital 

objects are stored as a form of information, rather than limited 

as physical objects inherently are; thus the digital state can be 

understood as a form of instrumental language – instructions 

for executing the ‘retrieval’ that is a specific digital (art) work. 

(2006: para. 9) 

Digital objects are radically different from physical objects. Betancourt 

distinguishes between a ‘digital object’ materially present to our senses 

and a ‘digital work,’ i.e., ‘a series of binary signals recorded by a machine 

and requiring a machine to render this unseen “code” readable to humans’. 

This separation between the digital file in binary code form, which is lim-

itlessly copyable, and its effective retrieval using a device which displays 
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it in the form of a still or moving image, or as text, music, or whatever, is 

a way of resurrecting the aura – the ‘aura of the information’, in this case. 

While the material aspects of the digital work appear to be characterized 

as ephemeral, lasting no longer than the phenomenological encounter 

with its presentation, the aura of information suggests that the digital 

itself transcends physical form: the digital work as immortal. An immor-

tality that is no longer associated with the uniqueness of an original which 

acts as a warranty for all its copies, but with precisely the proliferation 

of identical instances. A digital master which lives on in the successive 

textual bodies in which it materializes, across different spaces (surfaces of 

expression) and times (the evolution of digital technologies in both hard-

ware and software). 

It is a paradoxical aura, which resides in a reproducible binary code 

that is limitlessly copyable (although illegible to humans) and that, 

depending upon the device in which it is embodied, makes its effective 

presentation contingent, ephemeral. Moreover, it is, as Betancourt notes, 

an aura that separates physical materiality from the context of the tradi-

tion in which it was produced and, instead, highlights both the contexts 

of its effective reception and, further still, those of its use, as envisaged by 

Benjamin. It is an aura which makes sacred the digital but not the digi-

talized, as this use often anticipates – and even encourages – the transfor-

mation of what is received: manipulation of the basic binary code. This 

creates an obvious problem with accumulation and intellectual property: 

access must be regulated, more so than ownership. And once access has 

been regulated, the conditions of the derived work must be established. 

Now, we are not only dealing with the confusion between production 

and reproduction, but also between reception and postproduction. Let us 

look at some examples: 

1) Music fans not only play the tracks of an acquired product as often as 

they like, they can also select their favorite songs, rename and recompile 

them at will, producing a new, if unedited, set of tracks, or even edit or 

sample them, post-producing the product to create personalized listen-

ing on a CD or an MP3 player’s playlist. This practice, which became 

known in the industry as ‘sampling’ in the 1950s (with sampler albums 

being compilations of various artists from the same label), is now a pre-

rogative of the listener. But the concept went from being an anthology of 
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tracks to being the creation of a new tune through mixing existing tracks, 

something which is also within reach of the user. Two or three tunes 

would be mixed to produce a musical mashup, a hitherto-unheard mix 

of previously released and recognizable tunes.
5
 Video clips are another 

format much favored by the fans of singers and groups, as well as (on the 

crossover) by lovers of audiovisual creation. There are, of course, ‘official’ 

clips, but there are also anime music videos (AMV), an entire category 

of alternative clips, and amateur clips, as well as a universe of home-

produced clips which employ images from highly diverse sources set to 

music, ranging from tributes to the most outrageous parodies. There are 

also lip-dubs (or mass motion sequence shots with playbacks of hit songs) 

in which members of a collective generally choreograph a routine around 

a song.
6
 And new categories of music videos are being created all the time, 

driven by emulation and even competition. Listeners are transformed into 

arrangers, their instruments come between the instruments (the ‘musical’ 

instruments) used for production, the competent performers thereof, and 

their own listening. Is this, then, an interposition or a continuity of said 

instruments? 

2) Painting enthusiasts can download an image from the Internet or scan 

a printed copy, modify, rename or label it at will, thereby appropriating it 

(without necessarily avoiding any reference to the ‘original’). The afore-

mentioned painting by Munch is available on the Internet in hundreds of 

different ways, as we have pointed above, with hundreds of variations on 

the subject, whether they be for the better or for the worse. Photo enthu-

siasts act similarly, using photographs taken by others or from an image 

bank and applying computer graphics to these materials. The humoris-

tic dimension of these collage techniques is self-conscious, as if the cre-

ators want to insure that the process of ‘cut and paste’ underlying the joke 

remains evident. Interactive humor, funny photos, maniphotos, phanima-

tion, celebrity soundboards, and PowerPoint humor are recently coined 

words describing these techniques (Shifman, 2007). 

3) Movie-buffs and home moviemakers not only play movies and make 

home videos or DVDs, they also edit, add sound, dub, insert subtitles 
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or signs, visual or sound effects, and design their own trailers. It is also 

popular to compile anthologies of favorite scenes, organized by direc-

tor, actor, genre, or subject.
7
 A host of ad hoc terms is already in circula-

tion to describe all this audiovisual productivity on the part of the user: 

synchros, i.e., split screens with windows showing simultaneous actions 

viewed at different points in time;
8
 recaps, i.e., summaries of a TV sea-

son, for example, using a selection of dramatic highlights, often with a 

voiceover or explanatory subtitles to link the scenes together;
9
 unofficial 

trailers; alternative endings; interstitial stories which ‘fill in’ the gaps of 

another product (what did so-and-so from such-and-such series do during 

the missing two years?); spoilers, or unauthorized previews of an essen-

tial element of the plot or its denouement, some rather tongue-in-cheek;
10

 

false trailers for non-existent films, or trailers in which the sound, logos, or 

montage paradoxically change the genre of a well-known film; and home-

made clips at the boundary between the music and the video industry, 

made by amateurs. 

4) Readers of e-books, or of digitalized literary texts in general, show a 

tendency toward underlining, annotating, and criticizing these texts. This 

is obviously nothing new: we readers have been doing so since the dawn 

of writing. What characterizes the current time is the obsession with shar-

ing these selected quotes, impressions, comments, and comparisons with 

other earlier or later texts by adding to the original, thus extending and 

diffusing them. The task of Google Books to digitalize all the books in the 

world is complemented by the joint, collective, but no less titanic task of 

giving these books their commentary, their replica, their gloss. In the most 

elaborate cases, even with parodies, sequels, and prequels, this can mean 

picking up threads which are intimated but not developed, or following 

up with secondary characters who are relegated but show promise. 

5) First, bloggers (more selective) and then social networkers (more fre-

quent and usual), the apex of this electronic Babel, combine the aforemen-

tioned multimedia skills and multiply circulation. We are dealing with 

telematic activity and interactions between individuals and groups that 

do not simply feed off a product, but moreover, off a productivity that is in 
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a process of continuous construction and acquires a precarious stability at 

the moment in which it is accessed, only to be modified the next time, by 

our hand or by that of another. Furthermore, the increasingly advanced 

skills involved in browsing, production, postproduction, and circulating 

all these different kinds of files give rise to a tidal wave of user-generated 

content which encroaches upon all the aforementioned media (music, 

illustration, photography, animation, audiovisual productions, written 

texts, etc.) and sets them working synergistically through transmedia fic-

tional universes which are as complex as they are, quite consistently, joint 

and collaborative.
11

 

All of this does not strictly enter the dominion of the habitual Internet 

user; it also falls within the still institutionalized artistic practices them-

selves – in other words, the fields of literary, plastic, cinematographic, or 

musical arts – which have replicated this vast (post)productivity of the 

‘sampler’ (Bourriaud, 2005) or ‘remixer’ (Manovich, 2005) in their works. 

Thus: product, re-product and, finally, co-product? post-product? trans-

product? e-product? A product which is not only in transit, but is being 

remade while it transits and because it transits. Said digital transit, then, 

represents the happy encounter of the aura of an origin with the imprint 

of the reproduction, as discerned by Benjamin. All this is accompanied 

by the successive imprints of multiple reproductions which will keep on 

coming, one after the other. Of course, some will only be reproduced as 

streamings, downloads, or copy-and-pastes of an identical digital master, 

but others will be veritable edits, as authentic author-izations: the auctor, 

in the etymological sense, was the person who augmented (augmentation 

and author come from augere, to increase, also giving rise, in a way, to 

author-ize).
12

 

Strictly speaking, more than being confusing, what production/repro-

duction and reception/postproduction do is share, to a great extent, the 

same instruments and same actions. Acclaimed musicians, moviemakers, 

videographers, press editors, publicists, and plastic artists increasingly 

and decisively practice the technique of presenting the Internet-based 

public, sometimes organized into very active communities, their partial 

or completed works for the purpose of receiving feedback, reactions, pro-

posals, collaboration – all user-generated content (Jenkins, 2006b). Lev 

Manovich questions whether, in this digital era, culture will not end up 

being divided into discrete units designed to be copied and integrated 
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within larger modules, like LEGO bricks. Blocks which contain all of the 

information required in order to be easily attached to others, to be adapted 

to facilitate this attachment, and also to record, at any given moment, 

the historical sequence of loans which, as a whole, result in the product 

as it stands. Bricks which, moreover, are displayed in a quasi-unlimited 

showcase in such a way that users can endorse them and express their 

support for the changing contents. In other words, he foretells a ‘cultural 

modularity’ in which, paradoxically a priori, there is no minimum delim-

ited vocabulary (given that the modular seems to require a finite series of 

minimal units, the combination of which results in an exponential vari-

ety). This modularity does not reduce the total number of units to be com-

bined, but rather, it allows the modification of each unit during each use, 

thereby guaranteeing an innovative final result (Manovich, 2005). 

From the DJs of the 1980s to the current geeks who remix and fine-

tune cultural products that are in circulation, such as photographs, songs, 

films, television series, videogames, and their corresponding promotional 

subproducts (trailers, clips, promos, etc.) and return them to the Internet, 

edited but remixable (lip-dubs, mashups, public movies), all the fan cul-

ture in general assumes a modular logic (Jenkins, 2006a, 2006b). These 

interventions are, to a great extent, ironic and parodic (Shifman, 2007). 

On the one hand, they recognize (and do not try to hide) this assembly of 

preformed parts, citations, allusions, and intertextual gestures, and on the 

other, they give value to a democratized creativity of diffuse and jointly-

owned authorship.
13

From experience to experiment 

Recently, cultural objects in their most noble form seem to aim to be 

‘appropriated’ by the reader, listener, or spectator, not only as the object 

of their contemplation, but also as an operation; not only as an experi-

ence, but also as an experiment. They are definitely more open to being 

manipulated and handled; they offer a moment of reading, listening, or 

contemplating, surely, while at the same time, there is an invitation to 

write, compose, and design, to implicate oneself through participation 

and co-production. In addition, we could say that modern technologies 

which act as the means of support for cultural goods – literature, painting, 
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film, music – have substantially modified our way of understanding how 

to deal with them. 

Cultural experience was, before, a circumscribed activity, exclusively 

applied to an object, and therefore intense and almost always intimate. 

Meanwhile, today, a valued cultural experience is one that does not seem 

to fix its attention on one particular point, unraveling it in detail, but 

rather, it follows a trajectory which jumps from one point to another, stop-

ping at any specific point only long enough to gather momentum to move 

on to the next interconnected point. It’s not a matter of diving down into 

the depths to recover a hidden, though identified, treasure, but rather, it is 

one of quickly surfing along the surface’s intermittently emergent crests, 

which may crash over us and swallow us up if we stop too long.
14

 

If we look closely, this is precisely how Internet works, with a hyper-

textuality that mines (or contaminates or sows) each text with links that 

lead to all kinds of other texts, inviting us to jump from one to another 

without having even, perhaps, finished reading the text displayed before 

us, and which is already disappearing from view (although always recov-

erable) in our search for another which grabs our attention, and so on. 

This same experience of connection is what hierarchizes Google searches: 

the list of results is not ordered so much according to how many times 

the word we are searching for appears in the text, but rather, according 

to how many documents are linked to the text we are presumably search-

ing for, and which will therefore prove to be the most useful to us, pre-

cisely because these are the most connected documents on the Internet. 

Therefore, these documents have the most interconnections between 

pieces of knowledge that form a series which is practically infinite, but 

which is especially broad and attractive at certain points (Battelle, 2006). 

In today’s panorama, a heterogeneous public is presented with an 

elaborated, but as yet unfinished and open-ended, product, presented 

both as a ‘figure’, and as the possibility for ‘configuration’; as finished 

pieces, and as an instruction manual for building something previously 

unknown, foreseen but not present. Enjoyment of the product is achieved 

not so much through mere contemplation, but rather, by creating a fin-

ished product, albeit it a provisional one, as there always exists the pos-

sibility of recovering the original condition and opting for a different 

reconstruction – a finished product. The placement of an ‘order’, to the 

contrary of what occurred during times of patronage, does not happen at 
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the beginning of the work, but upon its completion; it is not an order from 

a client to a cultural producer, but rather, from the cultural producer to 

the client, who appropriates the work not merely by purchasing it as part 

of a lot identical to one acquired by many other buyers, but by finishing 

it through an appropriation which is not strictly commercial in nature 

and which presupposes (and this is the essence of the business) the cli-

ent’s access to similar instruments used in its production by the issuing 

entity. This is the case with many current artistic approaches which take 

the idea of ‘open work’ to its ultimate consequences, not only as regards 

interpretative closure (mental), but also regarding physical participa-

tion and intervention (interactive installations, video art), and involving 

entertainment-related technologies (karaoke, videogames, virtual reality, 

video game consoles) and, in general, cultural experiences in which digi-

tization, interactive computerization, and advanced interfaces intervene. 

If we include connection to the Internet, this opening-up of the process 

is multiplied exponentially, and it is even more evident that 1) reception 

and consumption are potentially creative (and digital platforms actively 

promote this creative participation), 2) this user-generated content circu-

lates freely, open to new creative reappropriations, and 3) the increase in 

culture owned by others neither undermines nor threatens our own, but 

rather reinforces it through cooperative exchanges (Creative Commons 

and copyleft licenses, P2P protocols for file sharing, circulation of free 

software, etc.). 

If, as Morin yearned for in the 1960s, the cultural industry were to 

consist of a collection of mechanisms and operations through which cul-

tural creation was transformed into production, then the new paradigm 

of production, which transfers completion and even endorsement of the 

productive process to the reception of the product itself by a multitude of 

possible destinations (perhaps partially predetermined, but with a great 

degree of uncertainty nevertheless), should be christened with a name 

that accounts for this mutation (Rodríguez-Ferrándiz, 2011). Terms such 

as postproduction (Bourriaud, 2005), remixability or software culture 

(Manovich, 2005), mass self-communication (Castells, 2009), amongst 

others, have been proposed and already circulate. The old pairs of cre-

ation/enjoyment or production/consumption are insufficient and fail to 

consider the complexity of the situation. 
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Conclusions 

Since Benjamin, we have become used to speaking of an author’s work as 

a production, and of the cultural industry as offering reproductions which 

lack the aura of an original that was directly manipulated by its author. 

This was a prerogative of cultural production over other types of indus-

trial manufacturing: no one would even think of considering a soft drink 

can or an automobile off a Ford-type assembly line as either a reproduc-

tion or a copy, but rather as a product (Lash & Urry, 1994). However, we 

do so with books, records, DVDs, or the publishing of pictorial works. We 

have already observed that Benjamin was precisely aware of how pho-

tographic or cinematographic copies jeopardized the notion of original. 

And we have observed how digital reproducibility extends and radical-

izes this tendency by definitively shattering the hierarchy of original then 

copy, by consecrating digital files as auratic treasures which are no less 

valuable for having been reproduced and copied, and which are, at the 

same time, open to recreative manipulation, open to use (and abuse). 

In brief, what we have explored here is the extension of the phenom-

ena: not only do production and reproduction converge, but they both 

also converge with reception and postproduction. Not only is production 

carried out bearing in mind reproduction, but it also depends on recep-

tion and postproduction. Nevertheless, it is not merely a matter of the 

lector in fabula or the spectator in spectaculo, in other words, prefiguring 

the model receptor in the text. The intended receptor is not only contem-

plative, but also participative: he or she must be capable of intervening 

in, manipulating, and (provisionally) finishing the product. Therefore, 

it is not a matter of merely acquiring the product (a possessive piracy, as 

in the accumulative logic of libraries, record or video collections, which 

are often inactive and inert – ROM, HD, or downloading logic, by the 

person accumulating the material just in case there’s time later to watch, 

read, or listen to it, who foresees enjoyment but might not be able to ful-

fill this desire). Rather, it is a matter of doing something with it, a piracy 

which does not just involve collecting treasures, but reminting the coins, 

adding the pirate’s own stamp, and making them available to others by 

recirculating them, for free, a type of piracy which conciliates appropria-

tion and conviviality – RAM, access and streaming logic by someone who 

does actually watch, listen, or read what he or she acquires, and does not 
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merely accumulate for accumulation’s sake, but enjoys the material. It is 

this enjoyment that produces a comment, a recommendation, a critique 

or an intervention – the (authorized) consumer as postproducer, to para-

phrase, once again, Walter Benjamin. 
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Notes

1	  ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ was written in 

1936, but not translated into English until 1969, in a book edited by Hannah 

Arendt, Illuminations (Benjamin, 1969: 217–251). That was the year of the 

Berlin Olympics, Picasso’s ‘Guernica’, Riefenstahl’s ‘Triumph of the Will’ 

and Chaplin’s ‘Modern Times’ – in other words, when old technologies were 

new. Benjamin’s work has yielded a vast bibliography over the past 20 years, 

particularly after the publication of The Arcades Project (Benjamin, 1999b). 

Many relevant works can be found in the article by Isenberg (2001), while 

New German Critique magazine has devoted several issues to the author: 17 

(1979), 39 (1986), and 83 (2001). With regard to technical reproducibility in 

Benjamin, see Buck-Morss (1989), Carroll (1998), Kaufman (2002), Koepnick 

(2002) and several essays in Gumbrecht and Marrinan (2003) and Patt (2001). 

2	  One such occasion, which predates that quoted, is his ‘Little History of 

Photography’ (1931/1999: 507–530), with the other two – subsequent 

– occasions being ‘On some motifs in Baudelaire’ (1939/1968: 155-200), 

particularly Epigraph XI, and some of the texts by the convulte J (Baudelaire) 

of The Arcades Project (1999b: 228-386), which date from a similar period to 

the aforementioned text (between 1937 and 1940). 

http://manovich.net/index.php/projects/the-practice-of-everyday-media-life
http://www.revistacomunicar.com/index.php?contenido=detalles&numero=36&articulo=36-2011-18
http://www.revistacomunicar.com/index.php?contenido=detalles&numero=36&articulo=36-2011-18
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3	  Umberto Eco devotes several chapters of The Limits of Interpretation to 

both serials of a work (#5 ‘Interpreting Serials’) and forgeries (#12 ‘Fakes 

and Forgeries’; Eco, 1994). While Munch’s serials are similar to what Eco 

describes in the case of De Chirico (non-identical copies by the author which 

are but slight variations on the same theme), the ‘textual poachers’ we are 

dealing with, whether analog (Jenkins, 1992) or digital (Jenkins, 2006b), 

practice an intertextuality which does not seek to plagiarize, falsify, or 

supplant, but rather, to play. 

4	  Gould argued that one should be free to ‘edit’ a sonata by Beethoven 

or a fugue by Bach, cut into it unrestrictedly and apply post-production 

techniques: ‘[I]n this way the composer, the performer and, particularly, the 

listener, would be better served’ (Gould, 1990: 359). In fact, as Gould himself 

would admit, the Fugue in A minor from volume I of The Well-Tempered 

Clavier included in the record edited by CBS does not correspond to a unique 

recording of his, but is a rearrangement of two different recordings.

5	  Riders on the Storm by The Doors and Billy Jean by Michael Jackson are 

mashed up here, in Billy Jean on the Storm: http://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=BMLFrwK7EYA. 

6	  One such example is the University of Quebec, with I Gotta Feeling by the 

Black Eyed Peas: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-zcOFN_VBVo.

7	  Selected fragments of the entire film catalog of Quentin Tarantino:  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6bdovgjn7BY&feature=related.  

See also The murder scenes, one after the other, in The Sopranos: http://

www.youtube.com/watch?v=JhFeZZflUj4.

8	  Using the film Elephant by Gus Van Sant, for example, http://www.youtube.

com/watch?v=HZ7aAuGukps.

9	  Such as the 6th season of Lost: http://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=AOHVuJC1o1Y. See also this recap of The Sopranos: http://www.

youtube.com/watch?v=AsgRwxx7au0.

10	  Like this from the Fine Brothers: ‘100 Movie Spoilers in 5 Minutes’. Pared-

down economic resources employed with a fine irony: http://www.youtube.

com/watch?v=hN5avIvylDw.

11	  In other words, so-called transmedia storytelling, which is described as 

the professional strategy for producing (and promoting) industrial culture 

(Jenkins, 2006a; Scolari, 2009) consisting of expanding a fictional universe 

through different media (film, TV, comics, books) and platforms (blogs, 

forums, wikis, social networks), has its replica in the tactics of users, who 

create an entire parallel and complementary narrative, colonizing the 

unoccupied narrative spaces, the virgin lands of this universe. Television 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BMLFrwK7EYA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BMLFrwK7EYA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-zcOFN_VBVo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6bdovgjn7BY&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JhFeZZflUj4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JhFeZZflUj4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZ7aAuGukps
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZ7aAuGukps
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AOHVuJC1o1Y
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AOHVuJC1o1Y
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AsgRwxx7au0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AsgRwxx7au0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hN5avIvylDw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hN5avIvylDw
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series such as Lost (ABC, 2001-2006) and True Blood (HBO, 2008-), among 

many others, and also franchises of publishing or movie origin (Harry Potter, 

Lord of the Rings, Pirates of the Caribbean) have not only been expanded 

through different media and platforms, but have also stimulated creativity 

in the form of user-generated content. Production teams have often reused, 

in terms of narrative, what was originally amateur content submitted free 

of charge online. Three consequences can be highlighted of this strategy-

tactics mix in transmedia storytelling: 1) the potential for enjoyment which 

can be generated by this way of audiences viewing, understanding, and 

participating; 2) audiences’ increased skills and abilities for transmedia 

surfing; and 3) the adoption and adaptation of the logic of games into mass-

media fiction, so that fictions are a place not only of contemplative and 

essentially passive enjoyment, but also of active enjoyment which demands 

working with the products, circulating them, enriching them, connecting 

them with other fictional universes – a tendency toward resolving them 

like a game. 

12	  Let us note that almost all of the definitions of digital piracy in circulation 

(OED, Webster’s, Wikipedia) stress that it is the unauthorized reproduction 

or use of something, such as a book, recording, computer program, film, etc. 

It is paradoxical that condemnation of unauthorized copies now has little to 

do with the actual author who is being copied and more to do with the entity 

that holds the rights (the publishing house, record label, film distributor). And, 

by contrast, that the person who challenges this authority often becomes 

the author (let’s say aug-men-tor) of the author, in that etymological sense of 

augmenting or extending an existing work without thereby corrupting it or 

seeking to arrogate ownership or rights. The condemnation of digital piracy 

indiscriminately lumps together the action of pirates who trade commercially 

with works subject to copyright and the action of users who appropriate the 

work to recreate it, augment it, give it new meaning and a new direction, and 

then share their product. To identify such piracy, which is often non-venal 

transit and recreation, with theft – as is done in an unskippable anti-piracy 

film included in some movie DVDs – is unfair. 

13	  An urgent question must be raised at this point. It would be naive to ignore 

the fact that the percentage of users who effectively participate creatively in 

this postproductivity is, while growing, relatively small. Manovich provides 

a pertinent figure: in 2007, only between 0.5 and 1.5% of users of the 

most popular sites classified as social media (Flickr, YouTube, Wikipedia) 

contributed with their own content. But for the same year, research 

conducted by Michael Wesch shows that commercially produced videos 

comprised only 14% of YouTube content, with the remaining 86% made 

up of user-generated content. Small but highly active communities drive 

much of this. An added complication, noted by Manovich (2008): how to 
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draw the dividing line between professional and amateur products? Is it that 

professionals cannot imitate the ‘carelessness’, the homemade touch of regular 

users? Is it that industry professionals (software or hardware manufacturers, 

Internet or mobile phone service providers, the companies behind the social 

media) cannot hide what they are, but use contributions to promote profitable 

traffic to these pages? 

14	  By the mid-1930s, Benjamin was already speaking of that disconcerting mix 

between the voracity of cultural and aesthetic stimuli from the public, and (at 

the same time) the inconstancy, impatience, and dispersed average attention 

span: ‘The film makes the cult value recede in to the background not only 

by putting the public in the position of the critic, but also by the fact that at 

the movies this position requires no attention. The public is an examiner, but 

an absent-minded one’ (1969: 240-241). Not only do we find the urgency of 

pronouncing an opinion here (a non-expert but nevertheless firm opinion), but 

also the will to participate, for now, in the print culture: 

For centuries a small number of writers were confronted by many thou-

sands of readers. This changed toward the end of the last century. With the 

increasing extension of the press, which kept placing new political, religious, 

scientific, professional, and local organs before the readers, an increasing 

number of readers became writers – at first, occasional ones. It began with the 

daily press opening to its readers space for ‘letters to the editor’. And today 

there is hardly a gainfully employed European who could not, in principle, 

find an opportunity to publish somewhere or other comments on his work, 

grievances, documentary reports, or that sort of thing. Thus, the distinction 

between author and public is about to lose its basic character. The difference 

becomes merely functional; it may vary from case to case. At any moment the 

reader is ready to turn into a writer. (Benjamin: 1969: 231-232) 

	 See Eiland (2003) on these aspects of Benjamin’s work. 



CHAPTER 17

The Gestural Image: The Selfie, Photography 

Theory and Kinaesthetic Sociability

Paul Frosh

A selfie, whatever else it might be, is usually a photograph: a pictorial 

image produced by a camera.
1
 This banal observation informs wide-

spread understandings of the selfie as a cultural category: ‘A photograph 

that one has taken of oneself’ (Oxford Dictionaries Word of the Year, 

2013: 1). Yet despite the selfie’s obvious photographic provenance, little 

scholarly research has drawn systematically on the intellectual resource 

most closely associated with the aesthetics of its host medium: photog-

raphy theory.

In a way this is unsurprising. The selfie is the progeny of digital net-

works. Its distinctiveness from older forms of self-depiction seems to 

derive from non-representational changes: innovations in distribution, 

storage and metadata that are not directly concerned with the produc-

tion or aesthetic design of images. As the 2013 Oxford Dictionaries 

definition continues, the selfie is typically ‘taken with a smartphone or 

webcam and uploaded to a social media website’. It is these innovations 

that are thought to distinguish the selfie: ‘Instantaneous distribution of 

an image via Instagram and similar social networks is what makes the 

phenomenon of the selfie significantly different from its earlier photo-

graphic precursors’ (Tifentale, 2014: 11).

Recent research on transformations in personal photography in gen-

eral has been largely provoked by these non-representational develop-

ments (Lasén and Gómez Cruz, 2009; Lister, 2013; Nightingale, 2007). 

Their influence has even prompted Gómez Cruz and Meyer (2012) to 

proclaim the arrival of a new, ‘fifth moment’ in photography history. And 

where aesthetic developments are foregrounded, they too appear to be 
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driven by device functions not principally concerned with image produc-

tion or design. Hence the immediacy, ephemerality and incessant perfor-

mativity of contemporary everyday photographs are primarily explained 

with reference to the combined ubiquity, mobility and connectivity of 

smartphone devices (Murray, 2008; Van Dijck, 2008; Van House, 2011). 

Once non-representational technological changes are made ana-

lytically pre-eminent, what role remains for an aesthetically-oriented 

and medium-specific intellectual tradition like photography theory? In 

fact, the recent prominence of non-representational practices echoes a 

recurrent tension in photography theory that has long divided scholars: 

between an ‘ontological’ commitment to the (largely semiotic) ‘essence’ of 

the medium, which tends to privilege the discrete photographic image as 

an object of aesthetic analysis, and historical conceptualizations of pho-

tography as a fluctuating constellation of different devices, material cul-

tural practices, and representational forms (Batchen, 1997). This tension 

between aesthetic object and socio-technical practice is even evident in 

two of the adjective-noun compounds recently coined in contemporary 

photography theory itself: the networked image (Rubinstein and Sluis, 

2008) and algorithmic photography (Uricchio, 2011).

The selfie affords a productive vantage point on this tension. On the 

one hand it appears to constitute an aesthetic and representational inno-

vation in everyday photography, potentially offering a degree of resis-

tance to non-representational emphases (similar claims could be made 

for popular applications like Instagram and Hipstamatic). Moreover, 

as a photographic genre, it invites attention to the pictorial conventions 

underpinning generic identity: after all, one cannot recognize an image 

as a selfie without looking at what it represents.
2
 Yet as with genre more 

broadly, representational criteria alone are insufficient (Mittell, 2001). 

Understanding that a particular image is a selfie (rather than just a photo-

graph of, say, a face) requires viewers to make inferences about the non-

depictive technocultural conditions in which the image was made (Frosh, 

2001). It requires, among other things, that these viewers have been ade-

quately socialized through having seen, taken or heard tell of selfies.

The selfie thus foregrounds representational change while putting 

the very term ‘representation’ in quotation marks as a contingent variable. 

This makes it a timely ‘theoretical object’ (Verhoeff, 2009), a concrete 

phenomenon that is good to think with about contemporary photography 
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and representation in general. The selfie prompts us to ask how it can be 

explained using concepts fashioned to illuminate the traditional aesthet-

ics of photography, and how it might reconfigure those concepts to forge 

new directions for theorizing both photography and digital culture.

In what follows, then, I propose to animate the conceptual fecundity 

of the selfie by engineering some brief encounters with a number of terms 

in photography theory: indexicality, composition and reflection. Together 

these encounters will weave an argument – perhaps surprising, given its 

emergence from a visually-oriented body of thought – that the selfie is a 

‘gestural image’, and that we should not understand its aesthetics purely 

in visual terms. Rather, selfies conspicuously integrate still images into a 

techno-cultural circuit of corporeal social energy, which I will call ‘kin-

aesthetic sociability’. This circuit connects the bodies of individuals, their 

mobility through physical and informational spaces, and the micro-bodily 

hand and eye movements they use to operate digital interfaces.  

Indexicality

Indexicality is the conceptual bedrock of traditional photography theory. 

Based on Peirce’s notion of the index as a sign that stands for its object 

through physical or causal connection, it designates the sense that photog-

raphy is distinctive because what it depicts had, necessarily, to be located 

in front of the camera at the moment the photograph was taken. The pho-

tograph is described as an ‘emanation’ (Barthes, 2000) of the referent, or a 

‘quotation’ (Sontag, 1977) from reality, since it is produced by light-sensi-

tive material reacting to the light reflected from the spatio-temporal field 

exposed before the lens. 

The supposed loss of photographic indexicality in a putative ‘post-

photographic’ era of digital image simulation was loudly debated in the 

1990s (Mitchell, 1992; Robins, 1996). Recent revisions question the 

simple analogue-digital binary, with claims that the substitution of photo-

electronic and computational processes for photochemical and darkroom 

ones need not have eroded – though it may subtly have altered – photog-

raphy’s indexical quality (Soderman, 2007). 

Given this intellectual commotion, what can we learn from the selfie 

about photographic indexicality that has not already been said? Two 

things: first, that the selfie as an index is less the trace of a reality imprinted 
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on the photograph than of an action enacted by a photographer; second, 

that the selfie exploits indexicality in favour of connective performance 

rather than semantic reference. These two things are intertwined, and 

they reconfigure photography in relation to distinct dimensions of indexi-

cality that are often fused, which Doane (2007) calls ‘index as trace’ and 

‘index as deixis’ (see also Niessen, 2011). The former dominates tra-

ditional photography theory, casting the photograph as equivalent to a 

footprint in the sand: a material trace or imprint created by ‘contact’ with 

its object, the photograph foregrounds the temporal relation of pastness 

with its original event. Yet Doane claims that ‘index as deixis’ is equally 

important. Deixis is the pointing finger, directing attention onto a present 

object: as Barthes says, ‘the Photograph is never anything but an antiphon 

of “Look”, “See”, “Here it is”’. (Barthes, 2000: 5). The connection to deic-

tic language – ‘this’, ‘that’, ‘here’, ‘now’, and personal pronouns ‘I’, ‘you’ 

etc. – is especially revealing. These terms acquire sense in reference to 

a present context of discourse which constantly changes: where ‘here’ is 

altered from one execution to another. The index as deixis operates in the 

temporality of the mutable present, rather than of the salvaged past. 

Like much everyday digital photography the selfie tips the balance 

between these forms of indexicality. The advent of photography as a 

‘live’ medium, utilizing digital networks to connect interlocutors in space 

rather than in time, brings it closer to a conversational practice that draws 

images and their referents into the immediate moment of discursive inter-

action (which applications like WhatsApp and especially Snapchat both 

promote and exploit). It also turns the temporal oscillation of the photo-

graph as trace (Durand, 1993) – between the ‘now’ of viewing and the 

‘then’ of the depicted scene – into a spatial oscillation between a proxi-

mal ‘here’ and a distal ‘there’. The selfie is a form of relational positioning 

between the bodies of viewed and viewers in a culture of individualized 

mobility, where one’s ‘here’ and another’s ‘there’ are mutually connected 

but perpetually shifting (Garcia-Montes et al., 2006). It continually 

remolds an elastic, mediated spatial envelope for corporeal sociability.

But the selfie does more than this: it deploys both the index as trace 

and as deixis to foreground the relationship between the image and its 

producer, since its producer and referent are identical. It says not only 

‘see this, here, now’, but ‘see me showing you me’. It points to the per-

formance of a communicative action rather than to an object, and is a 
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trace of that performance. This performance is embodied. As Jerry Saltz 

observes: ‘…selfies are nearly always taken from within an arm’s length of 

the subject. For this reason the cropping and composition of selfies are 

very different from those of all preceding self-portraiture. There is the 

near-constant visual presence of one of the photographer’s arms, typically 

the one holding the camera’ (Saltz, 2014: 4). 

The selfie, then, is the culmination and also the incarnation of a ges-

ture of mediation. It is an observable ‘sensory-inscription’ (Farman, 2012) 

of the body in and through technological means. The body is inscribed in 

part into an already existing order of interpersonal signification – gestures 

have meanings in face-to-face interactions – but it is also inscribed as a fig-

ure for mediation itself:  it is simultaneously mediating (the outstretched 

arm executes the taking of the selfie) and mediated (the outstretched arm 

becomes a legible and iterable sign within selfies – of, among other things, 

the ‘selfieness’ of the image). In order to understand more about how the 

selfie communicates this sensory inscription, another term needs to be 

brought into play.

Composition

Visual composition usually refers to the arrangement of elements within 

the space of a picture and their orientation to the position of the viewer 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2004: 181). One key feature of conventional 

photographic composition that remained relatively unchanged across 

the analog-digital divide is the spatial separation between photographed 

objects and the photographer’s body. The depicted scene is produced 

from a position behind the camera, a position almost always occupied 

by the photographer and subsequently adopted by the viewer. Although 

there is a venerable history of photographic self-portraiture (Lingwood, 

1986), literally ‘putting oneself in the picture’ (Spence, 1986) relies on 

technological ‘work-arounds’ like timers or remote control devices, the 

use of reflective surfaces, or a human proxy. Taking a conventional photo-

graph means, as a rule, not being in it.

This ‘backstage’ of image-production generates a linear gaze through 

the apparatus of the camera towards those being photographed. It also 

encourages a directorial performance of spatial evacuation: photogra-

phers shooing unwanted objects off-frame as potential interferences. 
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Traditional camera design and use – of both analogue and digital devices 

– means that the camera is not just a machine for making pictures: it is 

a barrier between visible photographed spaces and undepicted locations 

of photographing and viewing. Composition, the integration of elements 

together ‘into a meaningful whole’ (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2004: 181), 

is thus based on a foundational cleavage between seeing and being seen, 

directing others and being (com)posed. Such compositional separation 

tends to underpin asymmetrical power-relations between viewer and 

viewed (Beloff, 1983; Frosh, 2001; but see Rose, 2010 on the complexity 

of these relations), drawing its scripts from broader disciplinary ‘scopic’ 

regimes shaping social relations (Jay, 1988; Sekula, 1989; Tagg, 1988).
3
 

Three features of smartphone design enable the selfie to challenge 

this spatio-representational segregation: they can be held and operated 

relatively easily by one hand, they display an image of the pre-photo-

graphic scene large enough to be viewed at arm’s length, and the inclusion 

of front- and back-facing cameras. The first consequence of this challenge 

is that the photographing self is easily integrated into the depiction. The 

space of photographic production/enunciation is effortlessly unified with 

the space of the picture itself, and not photographing oneself as part of 

an event or scene becomes an aesthetic, social, political and moral choice 

(Andén-Papadopoulos, 2014; Becker, 2013) rather than a sine qua non of 

the photographic act. Group-selfies are particularly striking examples of 

this transformation, where the photographer is usually at the forefront of 

a mass of faces and bodies, visibly participating in the process of compos-

ing the image as it is taken.
4

Additionally, the unified space of production and depiction becomes a 

field of embodied inhabitation. The camera becomes quite literally incor-

porated, part of a hand-camera assemblage, whose possibilities and limi-

tations are mutually determined by technical photographic parameters 

(available light, field of view, angle, etc.) and the physical potential and 

constraints of the human body. The most important embodied constella-

tion consists of 1) moving one’s outstretched arm holding the smartphone 

or tablet at a calculated angle before the face or body, 2) the sensorimo-

tor co-adjustment of those body parts which are to be photographed 

(frequently the face and neck, and 3) the visual and spatial coordination 

of these two in composing the image to be taken via the device’s screen. 

The very term ‘composition’ is reconfigured through this constellation. To 
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‘com-pose’ acquires a hyphen: no longer does it refer to the arrangement of 

elements in a representation whose origin it hides, but to the act of posing 

together, mutually emplacing the photographing body and the depicted 

figure (the famous Oscars Ellen DeGeneres shot). The dominant figura-

tion of the body shifts from the still, invisibly-directed pose of others in 

traditional everyday photography, to the dynamic, visible, self-animated 

gestural action of limbs and faces in selfies. That the body is both the plat-

form and the limitation of this new kind of self-depiction is evident from 

the deliberately extreme examples of photographic pyrotechnics assem-

bled by projects like the ‘Selfie Olympics’, as well as in reflexive images of 

oneself taking a selfie.
5

These ‘athletic’ examples remind us that taking selfies is not natural 

to the body: it is an acquired skill and requires practice, the attainment 

of limbic and manual dexterity (activating the right button/icon to take 

the picture while often holding the device at extreme angles to maximize 

headspace), and the calibration of the body to technical affordances and 

desirable representational outcomes. The selfie is both expressive and 

disciplinary: this is the duality of most kinds of sensory inscription. Just 

as the moving body is the platform for the smartphone, so the device is 

the picturing agency that motivates, justifies and disciplines the body’s 

performance. These two faces of embodied technicity are inherent, and 

frequently explicit, in ordinary (i.e., non-athletic) selfies, combined – as 

I have mentioned – in the visible arm gesture or in its implied presence. 

Yet that gesture not only ‘composes’ technicity and embodiment in the 

moment of image-production: it also constitutes a deictic movement of 

the body that draws attention to the immediate context of image-viewing, 

and to the activity of a viewer. The suggestive power and versatility of 

this deictic movement of the photographing gesture towards the viewer 

is vividly demonstrated in ‘Around the World in 360 degrees: 3 Year 

Epic Selfie’ by Alex Chacon, a three-minute video stitching together the 

photographer’s video selfies taken as he traversed ‘36 countries in 600 

days using 5 motorcycles’. A key feature of the film is the use of the out-

stretched arm, and especially the prosthetic limb of a stick camera-mount, 

to create a visual-corporeal lexicon of direct kinetic relations between 

Alex’s body and the viewer: walking alongside, hand-on-shoulder, moving 

counter-balance, circular dance, to name only a few.
6
 These (and other) 

gestures invite the viewer to infer and adopt a physical position in relation 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/film/oscars/10672112/Oscars-2014-the-best-celebrity-selfies-on-Instagram.html
http://www.smosh.com/smosh-pit/photos/30-hilarious-pics-selfie-olympics
https://www.youtube.com/user/chaiku232
https://www.youtube.com/user/chaiku232
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to the photographer. Manifested in the suggestion of bodily contact, they 

propose a particular kind of sociable interaction: the act of accompanying, 

and the subject-position of companionship. 

Murad Osmann’s Instagram series ‘Follow Me’ provides a converse 

yet parallel example of how a deictic gesture can generate kinetic rela-

tions between viewer and viewed.
7
 In this project each image is based on 

an identical formal template, the intrusion of the photographer’s arm as 

he (and by implication, the viewer) is led by the hand by a young woman, 

always seen from the back in a different location. Unlike the broad lexi-

con of deictic and kinetic visual figures in Chacon’s film, Osmann’s series 

demonstrates the power of a single gesture of implied physical move-

ment and sociable companionship sustained across multiple iterations. 

As with Chacon’s project, however, the outstretched arm (or prosthetic 

stick mount) doesn’t just show the photographer depicting himself. It 

also draws the viewer in as a gesture of inclusion, inviting you to look, be-

with, and act.
8

Reflection

Oliver Wendell Holmes famously observed that photography is a ‘mirror 

with a memory’ (Holmes, 1859/1980: 74). This may have been meta-

phorically apposite to photography in general, but as we have seen it was 

not literally applicable to most cameras. The popular iconography of the 

selfie literalizes Holmes’ trope: rather than forming a barrier between 

photographer and viewed, the smartphone camera produces a reflective 

image for beholding oneself, apparently resembling nothing so much as a 

pocket makeup mirror. 

It is all too easy, then, to conceptualize the selfie’s gestural invitation 

to look through a voyeurism-narcissism model of mediated performance 

(Abercrombie and Longhurst, 1998): as others have noted, the accusation 

of narcissism is one of the most common themes in public discourse about 

selfies.
9
 While there is an enticing self-evidence to the accusation, it is 

often unnecessarily reductive: with important exceptions like Mendelson 

and Papacharissi’s (2010) analysis of Facebook ‘self-portraits’, it tends to 

block further thought – regarding both selfies and narcissism – and fre-

quently ignores its own gendered assumptions linking young women with 

fickle self-obsession.

http://instagram.com/muradosmann
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Other interpretative extensions of the visual trope ‘reflection’ pro-

vide food for thought. The first, and most obvious, is that the selfie is a 

reflexive image. Reflexive texts are usually understood to direct attention 

to the conditions and context of their own presence, activity, or efficacy: 

they are expressly self-referential (Stam, 1992). With regard to the selfie, 

this observation itself has two applications. One is that the selfie is self-

referential as an image. It makes visible its own construction as an act 

and a product of mediation. Losh (2014) calls this ‘transparent media-

tion’: parallel terms would include ‘hypermediacy’ (Bolter and Grusin, 

1999). Not every selfie is reflexive in this sense, though the popular sub-

genre employing mirrors and screens suggests the achievement of playful, 

generic self-consciousness.

 More prosaically, and perhaps more significantly, selfies are a genre 

of personal reflexivity. This is true of all selfies by definition: they show a 

self, enacting itself. Selfies extend the photographic grammar of everyday 

communication: they are an instantly recognizable visual correlate to the 

linguistic self-enactment routinely performed by reflexive verbs. Indeed, 

their ability to combine transparent mediation and personal reflexivity 

reveals the very instability of the term ‘self’ as a deictic shifter, fluctuat-

ing between the self as an image and as a body, as a constructed effect of 

representation and as an object and agent of representation.

Tied to techno-cultural conditions of synchronous connectivity with 

others, the self-enactment elicited and shown by selfies is simultaneously 

mediated, gestural and sociable. These three features combine in the invi-

tation to the viewer implicitly made by the outstretched arm. They also 

converge through a further twist in the trope of ‘reflection’: the centrality 

of imitation and mirroring to human cognition, emotion and communica-

tion. Psychological work on imaginative projection and mental simulation 

(Currie and Ravenscroft, 2002), neurological research on mirror neurons 

(Gallese, 2005), and aesthetic scholarship on make-believe as the basis for 

mimesis (Walton, 1990), despite important differences between them, 

connect human responses to representations with sensory and mental 

processes that imitate depicted states – especially, though not exclusively, 

the motor activity of the body. Put very crudely, responses to representa-

tions are built upon embodied simulation of what is shown: neurological 

and/or unconscious mental processes that perform bodily and sensory 

imitations ‘offline’. 
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These ideas, though contested within their various fields, are extremely 

fertile for thinking about the selfie as a gestural invitation to distant oth-

ers. They enable us to conceptualize the selfie as a sensorimotor (rather 

than merely sensory) inscription of a bodily gesture into a still image that 

summons us to do more than look. The selfie invites viewers, in turn, to 

make conspicuously communicative, gestural responses. Sometimes, 

viewers respond to selfies in kind, taking reactive selfies that themselves 

summon further response: here sensorimotor mirroring is almost literally 

achieved. In most cases, however, the action is displaced into other physi-

cal movements that execute operations via the social media platforms on 

which the selfies are seen: ‘like’, ‘retweet’, ‘comment’. Like the selfie, such 

operations are also performed through sensorimotor actions – actions 

that are semi-conscious yet habitual to the degree that we might even 

call them ‘reflex’: fingers swiping and tapping apps on touchscreens, or 

scrolling, moving and clicking a mouse attached to a desktop computer. 

In Osmann’s ‘Follow Me’ series, for example, viewers cannot literally fol-

low the woman’s outstretched arm into the image, but the kinetic power 

of the gesture redirects this sensorimotor potential to a different opera-

tion of the hand, and a substitute performance of following: clicking on 

the ‘Follow’ icon next to the photograph in the Instagram interface. As a 

gestural image, then, the selfie inscribes one’s own body into new forms of 

mediated, expressive sociability with distant others: these are incarnated 

in a gestural economy of affection as the ‘reflex’ bodily responses by which 

we interact with our devices and their interfaces, through the routinely 

dexterous movements of our hands and eyes. 

Conclusion: the selfie, the phatic body and kinaesthetic sociability

We have moved far from the primarily visual terms of traditional photog-

raphy theory and the conventional uses of indexicality, composition and 

reflection. These terms have been steered towards recent conceptualiza-

tions of photography as an embodied performance and a material practice 

(Edwards, 2012; Larsen, 2005), intersecting with accounts of the corpo-

reality of digital culture and its organization of affection (Hansen, 2004). 

The motivation behind this rethinking of core terms is not mere theoreti-

cal whimsy. Rubbing these concepts against the grain of the selfie reveals 

their enduring productiveness for thinking about photography. It also 

https://instagram.com/muradosmann/
https://instagram.com/muradosmann/
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reanimates photography theory as a truly aesthetic project, in that it is 

concerned not just with visual semiotic modes, but with broader somatic 

and sensory dimensions of cultural experience and practice.

That practice is sociable. ‘The impulse to sociability distils, as it were, 

out of the realities of social life the pure essence of association, of the asso-

ciative process as a value and a satisfaction’ (Simmel, 1910/1997: 125). 

The selfie – deictically indexical, inclusively com-posed, reflexive and 

reflex – alters and deepens the relationship between photographic media-

tion and the impulse to sociability. 

Two final observations will clarify this claim. The first is that the 

selfie is linked to phatic communion, ‘a type of speech in which ties of 

union are created by a mere exchange of words’ (Malinowski, 1923: 315), 

whose primary purpose is the production, expression and maintenance 

of sociability. Miller (2008) argues that contemporary networked culture 

accentuates a phatic culture of non-substantive communication mediated 

across distances: his examples are primarily drawn from the banal verbal 

messages on Twitter and other social network services. The selfie repre-

sents a parallel process to this mainly verbal phenomenon: the production 

of the mediated phatic body as a visible vehicle for sociable communica-

tion with distant others, who are expected to respond.

Response is crucial: phatic exchanges stage sociability as a binding 

affective energy transferred between individuals in interpersonal set-

tings, and response is an embodied social reflex – it is hard not to per-

form it. Highly ritualized and yet profoundly routinized, phatic utter-

ances demand to be requited (Coupland, Coupland and Robinson, 

1992). Failure to acknowledge the nod of a passing acquaintance or her 

casual ‘how are you?’ is easily perceived as an expression of non-recogni-

tion and social exclusion. Yet how are mediated exchanges of responsive 

phatic energy made possible through the representational form of a still 

photograph? 

This is where the second observation becomes important.  The selfie 

is a pre-eminent conductor of embodied social energy because it is a kin-

aesthetic image: 1) it is a product of kinetic bodily movement; 2) it gives 

aesthetic, visible form to that movement in images; 3) it is inscribed in 

the circulation of kinetic and responsive social energy among users of 

movement-based digital technologies. As a kinaesthetic image, then, the 

selfie makes visible a broader kinaesthetic domain of digital culture that is 
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relatively overlooked as an object of analysis. This is the limbic, gestural 

register, overtly apparent in games systems like Wii and Kinnect, that 

creates a circuit for mediating social and corporeal affective energy by 

intersecting with two other registers of embodied technicity: ‘the mobile’ 

– the mediated mobility of whole bodies in physical and augmented 

space provided by locative technologies (the body as a single moving data 

point), and ‘the operative’ – the habitually nimble coordination of hands 

and eyes used for navigating the virtual space of interfaces (body parts as 

media operators). The selfie is thus a new phatic agent in the energy flow 

between bodily movements, sociable interactions and media technologies 

that have become fundamental to our everyday, routine experience of 

digital activities: part of what Hjorth and Pink (2014), following Ingold’s 

work, call digital ‘wayfaring’. It is a sign not only of digital photography’s 

agency as a form of popular depiction, but of the further transformations 

of everyday figural representation as an instrument of mediated, embod-

ied sociability.

Original source and licence

An earlier version of this piece was published in International Journal 

of Communication, vol. 9 (2015). http://www.ijoc.org. Licence: 

CC BY-NC-ND.
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Notes

1	  The author would like to thank Zohar Kampf, Ifat Maoz, Amit Pinchevski, 

Limor Shifman and Julia Sonnevend for their readings of an earlier version of 

this article.

2	  The need for at least basic representational criteria is evident from the 

sampling design of projects like Selfiecity (http://selfiecity.net/#dataset): ‘To 

locate selfies photos, we randomly selected 120,000 photos (20,000-30,000 

photos per city) from a total of 656,000 images we collected on Instagram. 

2-4 Amazon’s Mechanical Turk workers tagged each photo. For these, we 

asked Mechanical Turk workers the simple question “Does this photo show a 

single selfie?”’.

3	  Significant controversies about the historical stability of visual modes in 

modernity are elided here for lack of space. Crary (1992) is well known 

for disputing any simple claim of continuity between the photographic 

camera, 19th and 20th century visual regimes, and the ‘camera obscura’ 

model of vision that preceded them. Jay (1988) associates photography with 

two different ‘scopic regimes’ connected with painting, and also argues 

that photography simultaneously strengthens and undermines modern 

‘ocularcentrism’ (Jay, 1995).

4	  Ellen DeGeneres’ group Oscar selfie from 2014 is a perfect 

illustration of this point: http://www.smosh.com/smosh-pit/

photos/30-hilarious-pics-selfie-olympics.

5	  See ‘The 31 Best Selfies From The First Annual Selfie Olympics’ on 

Distractify, http://old.distractify.com/news/the-best-selfies-from-the-first-

annual-selfie-olympics-i-cannot-believe-how-far-people-took-it. 

6	  Alex Chacon ‘Around the world in 360° - 3 year epic selfie’: https://www.

youtube.com/user/chaiku232.

http://selfiecity.net/#dataset
http://www.smosh.com/smosh-pit/photos/30-hilarious-pics-selfie-olympics
http://www.smosh.com/smosh-pit/photos/30-hilarious-pics-selfie-olympics
http://old.distractify.com/news/the-best-selfies-from-the-first-annual-selfie-olympics-i-cannot-believe-how-far-people-took-it
http://old.distractify.com/news/the-best-selfies-from-the-first-annual-selfie-olympics-i-cannot-believe-how-far-people-took-it
https://www.youtube.com/user/chaiku232
https://www.youtube.com/user/chaiku232
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7	  Murad Osmann #followmeto Times Square, http://instagram.com/

muradosmann.

8	  Purists may question whether Osmann’s images are really selfies. The 

photographer’s arm is a perpetual visual synecdoche for his presence in his 

own images: hence if they are not ‘true’ selfies they are sufficiently close to be 

of relevance. Thanks to Gefen Frosh for help on this point.

9	  For a critique of the popular (and scholarly) charge that the selfie is 

narcissistic, see The Carceral Net: http://thecarceralnet.wordpress.com.

http://instagram.com/muradosmann
http://instagram.com/muradosmann
http://thecarceralnet.wordpress.com


CHAPTER 18

The New Technological Environment 

of Photography and Shifting 

Conditions of Embodiment

Mika Elo

In 1889 George Eastman, the founder of Eastman Kodak Company, 

introduced the No. 1 Kodak camera with the catchy slogan ‘you press the 

button, we do the rest’. While photography still involves pressing the but-

ton the ‘we’ and the ‘rest’ have transformed significantly during the last 

few decades. In the age of information, ‘photography has come to exist 

within a new technological environment’, as Martin Lister aptly puts it 

(2007: 251). This shift has wide-reaching cultural consequences that also 

involve our bodily existence, even if no significant changes can easily be 

recognized at the level of the trigger finger.

It is a widely recognized fact that images are involved in thinking pro-

cesses. Their status, however, has been heavily disputed. The figurative 

elements of thinking have been seen now as a sign of weakness of think-

ing, now as its innermost strength. Logical empiricism and early romanti-

cism could be used to mark the two extremes in this regard.

Thinking, however, does not only rely on imaginative elements that 

refer to our bodily experience; it also takes place in the body. Body is 

the place where the intellect and the senses come together and consti-

tute meaningful thinking. Referring to Immanuel Kant’s ‘transcendental 

aesthetics’ we could say that the body schematizes. It makes an ‘image’ 

of reality, and, at the same time, takes part of it as an image-like unit. 

Further, the question as to whether and how thinking finds its place in 

images is a theme taken up by several philosophers and media theorists. 

It is all but self-evident how to demarcate the place of thinking with 
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regard to living and non-living bodies and the images they, in one way or 

another, embody.
1

In the discussions concerning the relations between image, body and 

thinking, interestingly enough, attention has often been turned to pho-

tography. In Jacques Rancière’s discussion of the pensiveness of images, 

photography constitutes a paradigmatic example (2009). In How Images 

Think Ron Burnett takes up photography as a good example of intelli-

gence programmed into images (2004). Jean-Luc Nancy, in turn, has paid 

attention to an analogy between the Cartesian cogito and photography 

(2005). He writes: ‘Every photograph is an irrefutable and luminous I 

am … Like the other ego sum, this one is made explicit as an ego cogito. 

Photography thinks …’ (Nancy, 2005: 105, emphasis in the original). 

Nancy also insists on the inseparability of body and thinking in Descartes: 

‘for Descartes, the res cogitans is a body’ (Descartes, 2008: 131).

Against this background it seems that image, body and thinking 

relate to each other in a circular way: both body and thinking make use 

of images, both images and bodies think, and both thinking and images 

involve a body. Should one break this circle or should one dive into it? I 

choose the latter: I dive in, since I think that this seemingly vicious circle 

can be turned into a productive one, even if it soon becomes obvious that 

one touches here upon the limits of conceptualization.

I want to ask how photography contributes to this frame of ‘bodily 

schematism’. I will focus on the question of haptic realism and the way it 

builds on the interplay of three aspects of embodiment that I would like to 

call (1) physical body, (2) phenomenological body and (3) libidinal body. 

The notion of ‘haptic realism’ refers here to the peculiar role that touch-

ing (both in tactile and in affective terms) plays in representations that are 

considered realistic. Using these terms, I will develop a hypothesis that 

aims at indicating how a certain shift in the cultural status of touching 

might contribute to reshaping the ‘photographic’ conditions of embodi-

ment in the age of information. 

Photographic distance and proximity

It has become one of the commonplaces of recent media theoretical 

debates to state that digital media transform the frame of human expe-

rience. It is not difficult to find a consensus on this general level of the 
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diagnosis of a shift. It is easy, for example, to agree on the fact that digital 

media are changing our sense of time and space – the conditions of our 

bodily existence – in many ways. Distance and proximity, both in physi-

cal and mental sense, take new forms. The task of theoretically articulat-

ing the details and the transformation mechanisms of experience that is 

at stake here is, however, a much more complicated matter and leads to 

numerous questions and debates.

In these debates photography is often claimed to be an outmoded 

medium as we live in digital or even post-digital culture. Photography is, 

however, booming like never before, both in terms of quantity of images 

produced and multiplicity of new photographic technologies and prac-

tices. In its current state of rapid transformation and diversification 

photography shows rich cultural potential, a situation comparable to 

the first decades after the invention of photography in 1839. As a con-

sequence, photography research is facing new challenges and gaining 

new importance.

Today, photographic technologies are linked to new production and 

publishing structures that alter the ways photographs circulate. This has 

multifaceted social, economical, political and theoretical consequences 

that are difficult to decipher. What to think, for example, of the fact that 

with the help of metadata that accompanies the digital image, moments 

of capturing, processing, presentation and distribution can be automati-

cally interlinked in ways that go beyond visual mastery of spatiotempo-

ral relations? To use Lev Manovich’s terms, it would seem that digitally 

mediated photographs are part of another kind of ‘cultural interface’ or 

‘cultural software’ than film-based photography (2001). The cultural sta-

tus of photographic images is undergoing a transformation. My question 

will be: how to articulate this in terms of ‘bodily schematism?’ How are 

the intimate connections between body, thinking and photography cur-

rently changing? 

The sense of touch offers a productive starting point for an enquiry 

into these questions. The highly ambivalent role that touching has in 

western thinking is symptomatic of the tensional relation between physio-

logical, mental and technical aspects of sentience. Touch twines together 

physical and psychical movements and intensifies them in pleasure and 

pain. To touch is always, in one way or another, to touch a limit, to push it 
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and to test it, and, in the same instance, to attest to it. Touch is sentience 

at the limits, and thus an exemplary figure of reconfiguration. 

In contrast to other senses, at least seemingly, the sense of touch makes 

the sensing and the sensed coincide. When I see a stone, it is ‘out there’ 

and does not see me, but when I touch that stone, it is ‘right here’ and 

touches me. This sense of concreteness and immediacy lends the sense 

of touch a certain credibility. A seen stone can be made of plastic even 

if it looks just like a stone, but when I touch it I can feel the material. It 

is due to this fullness of touching that the tactile metaphor of ‘grasping’ 

can stand for ‘fully understanding something’. From this point of view 

the sense of touch appears as uncomplicated and immediate. On closer 

inspection, however, its status as a sense is rather difficult to grasp. In fact, 

it is more appropriate to speak of senses of touch, since touching exceeds 

the tactile world and encompasses also immaterial aspects of experience. 

Due to its multifaceted characteristics touch also challenges representa-

tional thinking in many ways (Elo, 2012). 

Photographs make this evident in a poignant way when they touch us 

at the same time as they withdraw themselves from the realm of tangibil-

ity and meanings. As Margaret Olin points out, there is a tension between 

the ways in which photographs involve looking and touching: ‘the two 

activities seem to alternate like a blinking eye, as though we cannot do 

both at the same time’ (Olin, 2012: 2). This implies that our grasp of pho-

tographs does not take place in the light of knowledge only. One might 

recall here also the thought-provoking claim that Roland Barthes makes 

in Camera Lucida, according to which ‘a photograph is always invisible’ 

(Barthes, 1981: 6). Visibility falls short of explaining the ways in which 

we relate ourselves to photographic images. A photograph is touching 

when it provokes speech by being mute, and when it opens up a space for 

thinking by a gesture of closing itself off, by being individually separate 

and distinct. In other words, photograph’s entry to the realm of represen-

tations is mediated besides vision also by a distant touch – not unlike an 

eye contact that seizes the gaze only as absent (Olin, 2012: 3).

Touching is a moot point in western conceptions of embodied experi-

ence due to its peculiar role as a mediator between the material and imma-

terial aspects of reality. Different conceptual articulations and arguments, 

however, almost invariably share the ‘haptocentric’ idea that touching is a 

way of locating and guaranteeing the contact between different elements 
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of experience (Derrida, 2005). On this basis, reality is understood as 

being-in-touch-with-something-real. The matter is further complicated 

by the fact that the different parties to this contact have many names in 

our tradition: soul, mind, psyche, reason versus body, flesh, sensuality, etc. 

Correspondingly, the contact itself has been studied from the point of 

view of religion, intuition, reflection and synapses.

Touch, as a mediator between processes of signification, affectivity 

and materiality, figures prominently also in discourses on photography. 

Various forms of contact play an important role, especially whenever pho-

tography is inscribed into the tradition of ‘true images’ (vera icon) or ‘self-

generated images’ (acheiropoietoi). Variations of this scheme can be found 

in Henry Fox Talbot’s ideas of ‘natural magic’, C. S. Peirce’s ‘indexical’ 

sign function, André Bazin’s ‘objectivity’, and Roland Barthes’s discourse 

on ‘punctum’ (Geimer, 2011: 28-30). With regard to the digitalization 

of photography the role of touching in its relation to seeing is, however, 

highly ambivalent. This is not quite unexpected, since, in the experiential 

horizon of digital technology, the status of touch as a guarantor of tangible 

reality would appear unstable, as a great deal of what we consider real 

is anything but tangible – even when we find it touching. At the same 

time, touch as tactility plays an important role in various forms of inter-

face design. There the implicit aim is to functionalize touch and to inte-

grate it into a system of digital mediations in order to increase the sense of 

instantaneity and realism. In these settings, touch tends to become repre-

sented as a sense that works in synchrony with vision offering a support 

for optical intuitionism. The question arises of how to relate tangibility to 

the conceptual, affective and mental dimensions of touch or feel.

In the 1990s much of the discussion concerning the digitalization of 

photography focused on questions of difference between the digital and 

the analogue. Digitalization was often seen as a fundamental shift com-

parable to the invention of phonetic writing (Stiegler, 2002) or that of 

central perspective (Mitchell, 1992). These debates led to various recon-

siderations of the peculiar convergence between notions of photographic 

realism and discourses of indexicality (Frohne, 2002; Green and Lowry, 

2003; Wortmann, 2003). Today, as photography has come to exist within 

a new technological environment, questions of connectivity, mobility and 

metadata are also starting to play an important part in considerations of 

the photographic ‘reality effect’. In Frieder Nake’s terms, we could say 
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that at the same time as there are ever more invisible indices on the ‘sub-

face’ that are made operative in the construction of photographic ‘real-

ity effects’, the digital ‘surface’ is modelled on photographic looks familiar 

from film-based photography (Nake, 2008). Photoshop filters such as ‘film 

grain’ and ‘lens flare’ are in this respect telling examples.

What strikes me in these debates is the way in which most concep-

tions of photographic evidence tend to rely on ideas of continuity and 

causality. Photographic ‘reality effect’ – regardless of whether it is held to 

be a result of context-related signification or material mediation – seems 

to be modelled on the ‘haptocentric’ idea according to which the ‘real’ is 

something we can grasp mentally or touch physically, and, ideally, both in 

a synchronous way. In short, the rhetoric of photographic realism builds, 

in one way or another, on the continuity of chains of reference.

At first glance there would seem to be a clear contrast between mental 

continuity and sensuous contiguity, between the sign and the trace. On 

closer inspection, however, we can discern that the trace-like character of 

the photographic image relies, in the last instance, on some kind of autho-

rization, an ‘authorizing legend’ that establishes the continuity of chains 

of reference (Wortmann, 2003). It is telling that even if photographs (and 

the various layers of metadata attached to them) can be used as pieces of 

evidence in court, they cannot replace a testimony. The photographic 

trace needs to be authorized, i.e. ‘culturally generated’ (Wortmann, 2003: 

222). The other side of the coin is that signification processes need to be 

embodied, i.e. bundled and incorporated, in order to be effective.

Haptic realism

I would go as far as to claim – this is my hypothesis – that the very notion 

of photographic realism is ‘haptocentric’ in the sense that it tends to func-

tion as a vehicle for reproducing the idea of touch as an objective sense, 

i.e. as haptic sense operating in the realm of physical bodies. In short, 

visual capture combined with perceptual and cognitive recognition tends 

to objectify bodies.

This operation tends to conceal something that we, following 

Bernhard Waldenfels, could call the ‘pathic moment’ of touching 

(Waldenfels, 2002: 14-16). The term ‘pathic’, derived from the Greek 

word pathos, refers to sensibility, affectedness and suffering. Inherent 
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to the term, although normally ignored, is the concrete sense of being 

exposed to something excessive and unexpected that can even leave pain-

ful marks, such as wounds. In a word, ‘pathic moment’ refers to exposede-

ness that is implicated in all forms of touching.

Following Waldenfels it can be argued that as regards the phenom-

enological body, touching constitutes a prototype of ‘pathic experience’ 

(Waldenfels, 2002: 71). It is the felt sense of being in the world, of being 

exposed: to touch is always also to be touched. Although touching is con-

tact with the touched, there remains something inaccessible and with-

drawing, something even untouchable inherent to the touched. This 

withdrawal lends to the contact an affective tension: the touched becomes 

touching. In other words, touching is over-determined by otherness as 

strangeness, and it turns out to manifest traits of a ‘foreign-sense’, with 

respective ethical significance (Waldenfels, 2002: 64). This elemental 

asymmetry tends to be ruled out when touching is studied in terms of 

immediacy and symmetry of a contact. 

As a prototype of ‘pathic experience’ touch turns out to be a com-

plex field of sensing and feeling. In short, it is the making sense of vari-

ous encounterings. This elementary function implies that when we 

consider the sensory distance, we cannot take the separateness of sensor 

and sensed as our point of departure, because to be exact, they are only 

articulated as such in touching. Furthermore, the question what should 

be invested in the positions of sensor and sensed is historical. To be able to 

study the suspension of sensory distance we must take into account ‘phe-

nomenotechnics’, i.e. the technical and technological conditions of each 

particular time, since the experiences of distance and proximity are also 

always articulated in relation to them (Waldenfels, 2002: 361-2). This 

shows how the pathic structure of touch brings out the elemental role of 

technics in the constitution of experience.

My hypothesis is that in the ‘haptic realism’ the photographic contact 

is conceived of in terms of immediacy and continuity, despite its obvi-

ous asymmetry. This takes place predominantly in the name of visibility. 

This implies that, as ‘hapto-visual’ appropriation, photography tends to 

reduce different dimensions of touch to tactility, that is, to an order where 

all distinctions are made between the same and the other and where there 

is the structural possibility for a third party to assess these distinctions. 

In contrast to this realm of objective contact between visible surfaces of 
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physical bodies, touch as exposedness has to do with existential integrity, 

a depth, from which any objectifying third party is excluded. This pathic 

moment of touching is about separation between own and alien, between 

self and stranger, and remains a matter of singular experience. Touch as a 

pathic sense is a sense of exclusion of a third party.

‘Haptic realism’ would thus be about conflating or confusing these 

two orders. It would be about equalizing the ways in which distinctions 

between the same and the other can be made and the ways in which a self 

separates itself from a stranger. In other words, in haptic realism phenom-

enological bodies would, tendentiously, be modelled on physical bodies. 

Here photography builds on a long tradition, since this kind of haptocen-

tric conception of the sense of touch has been operative in western think-

ing from Plato to Husserlian phenomenology as, for example, Jacques 

Derrida has painstakingly shown (2005). 

The tendency to confuse these registers derives form the visual accu-

racy of photography as light-writing. This has consequences as regards 

both material mediation and signification processes. With regard to 

material mediation, the optical laws of light-writing suggest a natural 

link between the iconic and the indexical aspects of the depiction. As 

regards signification processes, in turn, the visual accuracy of the photo-

graphic image makes it more tempting to look through the image and see 

it as a visual representation of an absent thing than to see the image as 

a strange presentation that brings forth something which finds its origin 

in the image itself. In both cases there is a tendency to conflate iconic-

ity and indexicality, and to measure photographic evidence in terms of 

visual likeness.

Formatting embodied experience

Digital forms of photography both reaffirm and destabilize this link 

between iconicity and indexicality. On the one hand, the relation between 

the ‘subface’ and the ‘surface’ tends to be conceived of (and programmed) 

in terms of hapto-visual appropriation. On the other, the affective tension 

potentially involved here turns out to be non-programmable. I try to expli-

cate this ambivalence with regard to the third aspect of embodied experi-

ence that I introduced at the outset: the libidinal body. 
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Here I would like to take up the interesting argument made by 

Cathryn Vasseleu that digital technologies contribute to the ‘formalization 

of touch’ by instituting touch as an objective sense – with the objective of 

making contact and staying in touch (Vasseleu, 1999: 159).
2
 According to 

her, digital technologies tend to prioritize haptic appropriation and grasp-

ing by detaching the objective side of touching from its affective quali-

ties. The result is an enhanced polarity between two interacting modes of 

touching: hypersensitive ‘ticklishness’ that is detached from all functional 

object relations and ‘haptic touch’ exemplified by the omnipotence of the 

finger as regards the horizon of real-time telecommunication. This has 

implications for the libidinal body. This is also the decisive point where 

I see that digitality changes something in the intricate interplay between 

image, body and thinking that I call ‘bodily schematism’. 

In so far as ‘ticklishness’ is a domain of tactile experience that is out of 

self-coordinatable control, it cannot have any pre-programmed function 

in digital telecommunication networks, since these are built on the idea 

that being in contact equals perception that one is in touch with someone 

or something. It nevertheless plays an important role in digital tactility.

The enhanced polarity between the two modes of touching that 

Vasseleu discerns can be seen as a symptom of a transformation of tactile 

experience that finds its articulation also in the new technological envi-

ronment of photography. This enhanced polarity becomes tangible in 

situations where the feedback structure of an interface is engaging at the 

same time as it lets the lability of the mediated contact come to the fore. 

Various forms of visual live streaming and instant photo sharing could be 

used as examples of this.

The psychodynamics of these operations can be studied in terms of 

Freudian vocabulary. In his article on denial, Sigmund Freud foregrounds 

parallels between thinking and perceiving by suggesting that they are 

both based on a ‘palpating impetus’ (tastender Vorstoß), that is, a feeling 

and testing of the limits between inside and outside. This tactile process 

of demarcation offers a basis for psychic structures and various defence 

mechanisms, such as denial. Freud states that repressed representations 

can enter into the consciousness under the precondition that they are 

denied. Denial is a process of rationalization that disconnects affectivity 

from representation. The integration of repressed representations into 
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consciousness takes place only on an intellectual level, and the affective 

implications of the repressed are cut off (Freud, 1999: 12–15).

Denial depends on an intellectual judging function (intellektuelle 

Urteilsfunktion), which concerns questions of inclusion and exclusion 

(13). The ego decides if something is to be taken in or excluded. The 

reverse side of this intellectual decision is something Freud calls ‘reality 

testing’ (Realitätsprüfung) (14). The ego tests if an intellectually accepted 

and thus internalized representation also reappears in perceived reality. 

What is at stake in both functions is a decision between the inside and 

outside. The subjective exists only inside, whereas everything that counts 

as objective must exist outside as well. This double operation of internal-

ization and reality testing makes sure that the relation between the inner 

representations and their counterparts in outer reality can be mastered.

Against this background, ‘haptic realism’ in digitally mediated pho-

tography can be understood as denial of the ambivalence of touch. It is 

an operation that secures the division between the inside and the outside 

by representing the affective and physical aspects of contact as relatively 

autonomous dimensions. Hereby, tactility is prioritized and made into the 

paradigm of touching. Further, as a media technological form of denial 

‘formalization of touch’ appears as a ‘reality test’ that contributes to con-

solidating those patterns of communication and affective behaviour that 

fit to its formats. 

Following Bernard Stiegler one could also take up Freud’s nephew 

Edward Bernays’ theory of industrial manipulation of libido, according to 

which ‘the fight against economic crises required harnessing consumers’ 

desire to lead them to consume things they did not need’ (Stiegler, 2011: 

224). As the facilitation of the passage from need to desire this ‘harness-

ing’ allowed for the manipulation of the desire itself, because the passage 

is constituted by phantasm, i.e. the realm of objects that has reality only 

in the framework of desire. In other words, the harnessing of consumers’ 

desire is like set design as regards the staging of the desire in a phantasm. 

For Stiegler, the central question is, who is in control of this set design? In 

his analysis, the globalized culture industry has led to intensified exploita-

tion of libidinal energy that accelerates the decomposition of desire into 

drives. In his scenario, finance capitalism itself, epitomized by the short-

term investments of the stock market, becomes drive based. ‘[T]he rule of 
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the short term is the rule of the drive. The drive wants everything right 

away: it wants immediate satisfaction’ (Stiegler, 2011: 226).

With regard to the new technological environment of photography, 

the phantasmatic structure of the libidinal economy becomes tangible, if 

we think of the ways in which various forms of interactivity that involve 

photographic images endow the user with a sense of power at the same 

time as the status of the objects gained access to remain suspended. 

Typically, the developers of multimodal interfaces set as their goal not 

only the richness and realism of sense feedback but also the pleasure that 

the user can experience. The idea is to have everything related to the sys-

tem smoothly to hand. When this happens, the pathic moment of touch 

and the ethical dimensions of feedback remain in a dead angle. The focus 

is on feedback that affirms recognition and forms in its functionality a cir-

cle that feeds the sense of selfpower.

Conclusion

The difference between ‘haptic realism’ in film-based and in digitally 

mediated photography, according to the initial analysis presented here, 

would thus lie in their different ways of enhancing hapto-visual appro-

priation. Whereas the haptic realism of film-based photography tends to 

reduce touch to tactility by modelling phenomenological body on physi-

cal body, digital environments add to this an affective shortcut by custom-

izing information with regard to the physical body (and its metonymic 

figure, the omnipotent finger). In their new technological environment 

photographs engage the viewers, or perhaps more precisely the users, 

more and more often by being hotspots. With regard to the tensional 

relation between vision and touch this implies that it is the affective link 

between the user’s body and digital information that tends to motivate 

the visual appearance of media contents in digital culture, whereas in pre-

digital visual culture the most powerful substrate of affectivity was made 

up by visual appearances. In both cases the pathic moment of touching 

tends to be concealed. In Stiegler’s vocabulary, this kind of tendency is 

regressive: it marks the destruction of desire and the passage to the level 

of unbounded drives. This process takes the form of a ‘disordering of the 

aesthetic’ that, despite of its regressive tendency, opens up also the pos-

sibility for a ‘re-constitution of a new libidinal economy’ (2011: 227-35).
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The rather schematic and hypothetical argument I have presented 

here has the implication that when analysing photographic truth claims 

and reality effects we should take into account not only technological 

formats but also conceptual, affective and sensuous processes of format-

ting. As I have indicated, a careful consideration of the multiple senses 

of touch operative in haptic realism offers a productive starting point 

for this. Against this background, the new technological environment of 

photography appears as a site where the ambivalent tendencies of touch 

are negotiated. Photographic interfaces, i.e. the ways in which photog-

raphy faces the body, provide something like an ‘aesthetic horizon’ for 

the experience in the age of information by engaging the contradictions 

of our time at the level of the senses.
3
 The way in which these processes 

are intertwined in and through photographic images makes up the highly 

ambivalent and historically variable setting of photographic conditions of 

embodied experience.

Original source and licence

M. Elo (2013) ‘The New Technological Environment of Photography 

and Shifting Conditions of Embodiment’, in A. Fisher, J. Golding & 

D. Rubinstein (eds), On the Verge of Photography: Imaging Beyond 

Representation. Birmingham: ARTicle Press, 87-102. Permission to 

republish granted.

References

Anzieu, D. (1989) Le Moi-peau, Paris: Bordas. The Skin Ego. New Haven: Yale 

University Press. Trans. Chris Turner.

Barthes, R. (1981) Camera Lucida. Reflections on Photography. New York: 

Hill and Wang.

Belting, H. (2011) An Anthropology of Images: Picture, Medium, Body. New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press.

Boehm, G. (2007) Wie Bilder Sinn erzeugen. Die Macht des Zeigens. Berlin: 

Berlin University Press.



280 Mika Elo

Bredenkamp, H. (2010) Theorie des Bild-Akts. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.

Burnett, R. (2004) How Images Think. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Derrida, J. (2005) On Touching – Jean-Luc Nancy. California: Stanford 

University Press.

Elo, M. (2012) ‘Digital Finger: Beyond Phenomenological Figures of Touch’, 

Journal of Aesthetics and Culture, vol. 4, doi: 10.3402/jac.v4i0.14982.

Freud, S. (1999) ‘Verneinung’ in Gesammelte Werke, vol. XIV (eds), A. Freud et 

al. Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Verlag.

Frohne, U. (2002) ‘Berührung mit der Wirklichkeit. Körper und Kontingenz als 

Signaturen des Realen in der Gegenwartkunst’ in H. Belting et al. (eds), Quel 

Corps? Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag.

Geimer, P. (2011) ‘Self-Generated Images’, in J. Khalip & R. Mitchell (eds), 

Releasing the Image: From Literature to New Media (California: Stanford 

University Press.

Green, D. & Lowry, J. (2003) ‘From the Presence to the Per-formative: Rethinking 

Photographic Indexicality’, in D. Green (ed.) Where is the Photograph? Kent 

and Brighton: Photoworks/Photoforum.

Hansen, M. B. (1999) ‘The Mass Production of Senses: Classical Cinema As 

Vernacular Modernism’, Modernism/Modernity 6 (2).

Head, H. & Holmes, G. M. (1911) ‘Sensory Disturbances from Cerebral Lesions’, 

Brain, 34 (2-3).

Kant, I. (2007) Critique of Pure Reason. London & New York: Penguin.

Krois, J. M. (2011) Bildkörper und Körperschema. Berlin: Akademie Verlag. 

Lister, M. (2007) ‘A Sack in the Sand. Photography in the Age of Information’, 

Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media 

Technologies 13 (3).

Manovich, L. (2001) The Language of New Media. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Merleau-Ponty, M. (1945/1962) Phenomenology of Perception. London and New 

York: Routledge. 

Mitchell, W. J. (1992) The Reconfigured Eye: Visual Truth in the Post-Photographic 

Era. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Nake, F. (2008) ‘Surface, Interface, Subface: Three Cases of Interaction and 

One Concept’, in U. Seifert, J. Hyun K. & A. Moore (eds), Paradoxes of 

Interactivity. Perspectives for Media Theory, Human-Computer Interaction, 

and Artistic Investigations. Berlin: Transcript.



The New Technological Environment of Photography 281

Nancy, J. L. (2005) The Ground of the Image. California: Stanford 

University Press. 

Nancy, J. L.  (2008) Corpus. New York: Fordham University Press. 

Olin, M. (2012) Touching Photographs. Chicago and London: University of 

Chicago Press.

Rancière, J. (2009) The Emancipated Spectator. London and New York: Verso. 

Stiegler, B. (2002) ‘The Discrete Image’, in Echographies of Television, J. Derrida 

& B. Stiegler. Cambridge: Polity.

Stiegler, B. (2011) ‘The Tongue of the Eye: What “Art History” Means’, in J. 

Khalip & R. Mitchell (eds), Releasing the Image: From Literature to New 

Media. California: Stanford University Press.

Vasseleu, C. (1999) ‘Touch, Digital Communication and the Ticklish’, 

Angelaki 4 (2).

Waldenfels, B. (2002) Bruchlinien der Erfahrung. Phänomenologie Psychoanalyse 

Phänomenotechnik. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.

Wortmann, V. (2003) Authentisches Bild und authentisierende Form. Cologne: 

Von Halem Verlag.

Notes

1	  ‘Bodily schematism’ and ‘embodiment’ have been conceived from numerous 

points of view. On the one hand, thinking has been seen as an embodied 

phenomenon, and on the other, a certain ‘schematicism’ has been linked 

to body. About 100 years ago, Henry Head and Gordon Morgan Holmes 

introduced the notion of body scheme in neurology (1911), and this notion has 

figured in many ways in the biological sciences ever since (Callagher, 2005). 

On the side of the humanities Jacques Lacan’s theory of the ‘mirror stage’, 

Didier Anzieu’s (1989) theory of ‘skin-ego’ and Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s 

(1962) phenomenology of perception have been widely influential in studies 

of different aspects of embodied experience. Interesting attempts to articulate 

the dynamic exchange between bodies, images and thinking can be found 

also in contemporary ‘image science’, or, Bildwissenschaft (Belting, 2011; 

Boehm, 2007; Bredenkamp, 2010; Krois, 2011).

2	  Vasseleu refers to Immanuel Kant’s Anthropology and the ambivalent 

position Berührung (referring both to tactility and affectivity) takes there 
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with regard to the distinction between objective and subjective senses 

(Vasseleu, 1999: 155).

3	  I borrow the very useful term of ‘aesthetic horizon’ from Miriam Bratu 

Hansen. According to her analysis of early twentieth century mainstream 

film culture, so-called ‘classic cinema’, ‘not only traded in the mass production 

of the senses but also provided an aesthetic horizon for the experience of 

industrial mass society’ (Hansen, 1999: 70). It ‘engaged the contradictions of 

modernity at the level of the senses’ and contributed to the ‘mainstreaming’ of 

the emergence of mass culture (70).



CHAPTER 19

Authorship, Collaboration, Computation? 

Into the Realm of Similar Images

Katrina Sluis  

Photographers may think they are bringing their own aes-

thetic, epistemological or political criteria to bear. They may 

set out to take artistic, scientific or political images for which 

the camera is only a means to an end. But what appear to 

be their criteria for going beyond the camera nevertheless 

remain subordinate to the camera’s program. 

(Vilém Flusser, Towards a Philosophy of Photography).

I feel like everyone sort of has the same photos.

(Hannah, respondent in a 2008 Facebook study).

In 2011, Google added a ‘search by image’ feature to its suite of search 

products. Capitalising on advances in computer recognition, the tool 

enabled users to find images with similar ‘visual fingerprints’ spread 

across the web. On Google’s search blog, Johanna Wright, Director of 

Search Product Management, described its value as follows: ‘You might 

have an old vacation photo, but forgot the name of that beautiful beach. 

Typing [guy on a rocky path on a cliff with an island behind him] isn’t 

exactly specific enough to help find your answer. So when words aren’t 

as descriptive as the image, you can now search using the image itself’ 

(Google: Inside Search). Being able to search ‘visually’ was the latest 

method through which one might overcome the fallibility of human 
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memory in an age of accelerating data. Its launch presented Google as an 

indispensable aide, collaborator and confidante for your digital lifestyle. 

Or, as Google VP Marisa Meyer phrased it: ‘Your best friend with instant 

access to all the world’s facts and a photographic memory of everything 

you’ve seen and know’ (Google: Official Blog). 

Figure 19.1 Erica Scourti, ‘search by image’ from So Like You, 2014

Through the magic of pattern-recognition algorithms, Google would 

be there to help you recall names and locations, and create novel vec-

tors between your snapshots and billions of others in only milliseconds. 

By temporarily unifying groups of dispersed images hosted on remote 

web servers, the tool offered itself up as a kind of networked, protologi-

cal vision machine. Just as image tagging had transformed Web 2.0 plat-

forms, here was a technology that offered a new navigational paradigm for 

the image ‘cloud’. But, whereas tagging was an important part of the social 
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life of platforms such as Flickr, with ‘reverse image search’ it became pos-

sible to plot a course through a web of images using the ordering logic of 

the machine’s gaze. Think your #srsly #cute #scottishfold #cat is unique? 

Think your enhanced high-dynamic-range photo of the Franz Josef gla-

cier viewed from the altar window of Waiho church in the South Island 

of New Zealand is unique? Think again. The grouping, aggregating and 

tracking online of images ‘visually’ made it possible to discover images 

that were just like yours, and escape the image-language problem of previ-

ous archival taxonomies. 

Authorship and collective labour in an image cloud

Perhaps unsurprisingly, it was not in the potential imag(in)ing of collec-

tive memory but in the arena of rights management that Google’s reverse 

image search was quickly co-opted by photographers. Professionals and 

amateurs alike praised the tool for its ability to track an image’s reuse 

online in order to ‘catch copyright crooks’ and ‘recover what is rightfully 

yours’. Rather than sending photographers into a spiral of angst around 

the cultural politics of reproduction, ‘search by image’ became the Holy 

Grail for a community intent on defending its authentic creativity against 

an information economy that valorises the real-time exchange of multiple, 

simultaneous, orphaned images. 

But the question of how to be acknowledged as an author – with all 

the economic and social capital that entails – is not just limited to pro-

fessional photographers in network culture. The pursuit of self-realisa-

tion through creative digital labour has been a defining feature of social 

media in an era characterised by hyper-individualism (observe the rise of 

the ‘selfie’) and hyper-consumption (observe the rise of the ‘selfie, hold-

ing my new boutique pet’). Within neoliberal culture we are all invited 

to endlessly re-invent ourselves, turn our life into a work of art and, in the 

process, make ourselves transparent to software and to each other. How, 

then, might it be possible to be recognised as a unique individual with a 

creative voice when Instagram has made everyone’s photos look the same? 

In considering this paradox, it is worth returning to a question that has 

haunted photography since its inception: is photography a technology of 

reproduction or a tool for artistic expression? The problem with the latter, 

as critics point out, is that the collective labour that makes photographic 
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reproduction possible (from design and marketing to manufacturing and 

display) is rendered invisible when the photograph is limited to a creative 

act originating in the mind of an individual photographer. And despite 

the increasing automation of photography, this model of modernist 

authorship persists in the rhetoric of consumer electronics manufactur-

ers, museums, and university photography courses alike. But when the act 

of viewing, searching or tagging an image online potentially changes its 

visibility, velocity and legibility, the separation of author from audience, 

individual from crowd becomes extraneous. Not least because today’s 

web architectures have become ‘social machines’ in which the boundaries 

between computations performed by machine logic and those that result 

from human sentiment are increasingly interwoven. 

Collaborating with machines

It is precisely this meshwork of humans and non-humans, images and 

code that the artist Erica Scourti attends to in her practice. Setting out 

to test the limits of self-expression in a fully mediated culture, her work 

explores the tension between the desire to be (or believe oneself to be) 

authentic and singular within it. Subjecting her life to the gaze of the 

machine (and keenly aware of the implicit narcissism), Scourti has col-

laborated with security experts, software platforms, Googlebots and other 

network users in her search for self-knowledge. Informing her approach 

is an understanding that sharing the digital detritus of our lives may con-

nect us to a host of interested and interesting unknown people, in ways 

that ultimately require us to be readable to others (and their non-human 

agents) too.

In Life in AdWords (2012–13), Scourti wrote and emailed her diary 

to her Gmail account over a year, collecting the keywords that Google had 

scanned and harvested for targeted advertisements. She read the results 

to her webcam wherever she happened to be that day, creating video por-

traits of her life as mined and understood by Google’s algorithms. Rather 

than a document of authentic or quotidian experience, Scourti explains 

that her diary became a compilation of ‘clusters of relevant ads, making 

visible the way we and our personal information are the product in the 

“free” Internet economy’. Hijacking and making visible the commercial 

exploitation of personal data, the project uses the intimate mode of the 
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webcam confession in order to raise the question of whether there is any 

area of life that can’t be assimilated and commodified through the power 

of computer analytics. 

In approaching her commission for Brighton Photo Biennial 2014, 

Scourti set out to discover what happens when statistical correlations are 

used to delineate existing links between things and direct relationships 

between people. Beginning with the specificity of her own personal mem-

ory – in the form of documents, love letters, snapshots and other ephem-

era – she used Google’s ‘search by image’ function to create a version 

of her own life through the discovery of thousands of other images that 

visually resemble it. Brought into this process was an array of network 

users who gained a temporary closeness with Erica not through shared 

interests but through the statistical similarities determined by Google’s 

Figure 19.2 Erica Scourti, from So Like You, 2014
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VisualRank algorithm. Her investigation into the mediation of the self 

through software also has links to the increasingly popular paradigm of 

the statistically derived or quantified self – in which one’s own identity 

makes sense as part of a wider demographic. With this in mind, Scourti 

asks us to consider how this tension between the individual and the col-

lective be staged in relation to the images we capture and continuously 

share? What does it mean to open oneself up to metadata? What possibil-

ities become available when you acknowledge software as a collaborator 

in the reflexive project of the self?

Scourti’s work helps to highlight the way that a photograph’s value 

might not lie in the specificity of its content but in its legibility to machines 

and the data generated around it. Whilst photographers continue to 

demand control of their intellectual ‘property’, ownership and monetisa-

tion of the data that accumulates as a by-product of our collective creativ-

ity remain less contested. This is, of course, what Getty understood when 

it decided to give away its image assets for ‘free’ – with the condition that 

we permit it to harvest information about the photograph’s use. This 

reflects a paradigm shift in which there is less value to be extracted from 

individual images than from the relations between them. These relations 

tell us much about audience sentiment, patterns of consumption and 

Figure 19.3 Erica Scourti, from So Like You Tumblr, 2014
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potential future demand for images. The situation has wider implications 

for culture, as data-driven decision-making becomes the latest business 

meme to cross over into UK arts policy. One wonders if, in the future, 

it will be Getty and not the gallery that will serve as an example of what 

an audience-responsive, market-driven, image-serving organisation might 

look like in tune with the public’s cultural desires.
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CHAPTER 20

The Horrors of Visuality 

Rob Coley

PART I

[T]he supernatural has returned – not in the guise of 

answered prayers or divinely sanctioned holy wars, but via 

the panoply of media objects that satellite us and that are 

embedded into the very material fabric of our bodies, cities, 

and lives. (Thacker, 2014: 95).	

Monstrous Media

In his terrifying essay-cum-horror-story on the then nascent logic of ‘con-

trol’, Gilles Deleuze warned of a power that writhes and flexes like the 

‘coils of a serpent’ (Deleuze, 1992: 7). Speculating on the transformative 

implications of the digital, he told of an ontological power, an adaptable 

power performed in complex systems of mediated communication, a 

power no longer restricted by the space-time of modern institutions. In 

this story, a monstrous control operates in the form of computational stim-

uli, functioning socially and biologically, infiltrating bodily relations so as 

to cultivate an addiction to its influence. The aim of such a power is not to 

fix or restrict radical energies but to manage or generate such processes by 

massaging relational potential, by mediating the becoming of the world.

Here, in three short essays, I briefly consider how the 21st century 

actuality of such a monster might demand an adjustment in the study 

of visuality. To begin, it is important to stress that this does not mean 

supplementing ‘visual culture’ with ‘new media’. Indeed, the apparent 

newness of new media, so highly venerated by the culture industries, is a 
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problematic designation, to say the least. There is often nothing particu-

larly new about new media – media continually rework their older forms, 

continually revisit and transmute their own past. Instead of asserting 

claims to newness, the role of the digital should rather be seen as lying 

in its tendency to refocus attention on what media do, on the transforma-

tive powers of media, on the ability of media to invisibly affect the overall 

‘conditions of possibility’ (Galloway et al., 2014: 1). In a society of control, 

any study of visuality must therefore also be a study of media, and this 

means taking on ‘media and mediation as conceptual objects in their own 

right’ (Galloway et al., 2014: 2).

In doing this, the canonical issues and concerns of photography stud-

ies, and visual culture studies more generally, do not suddenly become 

irrelevant, but the way in which these issues are approached must change. 

This is precisely because the fundamental paradoxes of mediation make 

the task of theorizing visuality today so challenging, to say nothing of 

the disappearing possibilities for ‘countervisuality’. Specifically, though 

visuality is understood here, with Nicholas Mirzoeff (2011), as a matrix 

of power that is undoubtedly visual in its expressions and symptoms, it 

is also now clear that the activities of visuality are enacted prior to, or 

beyond, representation. Moreover, in the 21st century, contact with, and 

experience of, visuality can be increasingly understood to function on the 

basis of what, in Deleuzian terms, we might call a ‘disjunctive synthesis’ 

of the pure immediacy and total opacity of mediation. In cultivating this 

relation between materiality and abstraction, it is a power that domesti-

cates and exploits paradox.

In this context, mediation is something that cannot be examined 

discretely, in the way that media objects tend to be studied. This is to 

insist on a departure from studies of media long preoccupied with an 

opposition between technological determinism and social constructiv-

ism. In this opposition, agency is understood to lie either with techni-

cal machines which causally determine the future form and function of 

society, or with the humans who produce and use technologies to wield 

such power through various representations. It is on the basis of such dis-

ciplinary investments that, even in recent attempts to radically reassess 

the concept of visuality, media is still understood as a series of technical 

objects that maintain and uphold dominant ideologies. However, with the 

increasingly seamless integration of such objects into the social habits of 
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everyday activity, it seems that any act of countervisuality must begin by 

addressing ‘modes of mediation that refuse bi-directionality, that obviate 

determinacy, and that dissolve devices entirely’ (Galloway et al., 2014: 

10). Beyond representation, this is a question of belief – belief in what 

psychical researcher William James called ‘the reality of the unseen’, 

belief in the communication of something incommunicable, in a truth 

which exceeds the conventions of rationalism. The digital prompts us to 

reconsider our belief in a realm we had long since given up on. And so, 

to confront the monster, countervisuality must tactically aspire to make 

flesh creep (James, 1982: 63).

From beyond

McKenzie Wark (2012: 68) gives shape to such a tactic by calling for 

the identification of weird moments, anomalous irruptive events, when 

the paradoxes of control reveal an ‘after image’, a peripheral glimpse of 

the monster. One suitably weird moment occurred in December 2013, 

when a now infamous image was made public via the official Twitter 

account of the Office of the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI), 

an agency headed up by retired lieutenant general James Clapper, princi-

pal advisor to Barack Obama on issues of national security. Set against an 

emblematic starfield, the illustration depicts a giant cephalopod seizing 

hold of the planet Earth (figure 20.1). One of its arms, or tentacles, grips 

hold of the planet, while others stretch and unfurl. The creature glowers, 

which is to say, in anthropomorphic terms, that it wears an evil expres-

sion. Emblazoned below it is the motto, ‘Nothing is beyond our reach’. 

As revealed by follow-up photographs tweeted from the ODNI account, 

this menacing creature is the official insignia of the latest in a series of spy 

satellites launched under the auspices of the National Reconnaissance 

Office, the US government agency responsible for satellite intelligence 

(figure 20.2). Further tweets gave updates on the favorability of rocket 

launch from Vandenberg Air Force Base, along with a link to a gallery of 

images produced by the organization which provides space launch ser-

vices for the US government. A video of the launch itself was later posted 

on the Facebook page of the 30th Space Wing. ‘Anyone stay up late to 

watch?’ asked the ODNI in a tweet.



The Horrors of Visuality  293

The oblique announcement is at once transparent and opaque, open 

and secret. In this odd exercise in public relations, in which something 

that remains invisible is branded, the announcement publicizes and 

draws attention to an event – a blast off – while revealing only that the 

event is classified. The same paradox is central to artist Trevor Paglen’s 

Symbology series. Traversing restricted landscapes and tracking classified 

objects, Paglen’s work attempts to map what his sources and informants 

call the ‘black world’. Symbology is an ongoing project to collect the heral-

dic patches and insignias designed for secret military units. Among these 

cryptic logos (or ‘gang colors’, as one of Paglen’s sources puts it), there are 

tongue-in-cheek references to popular conspiracies concerning Area 51 

(as seen in the bug-eyed faces of alien ‘grays’), together with examples 

of frat boy humor (as seen in the recurring presence of a character from 

MAD magazine). But there is also a dominance of occultural iconogra-

phy – the wizard, the serpent, and the all-seeing eye familiar to mystical 

practice. Moreover, the evil world-dominating cephalopod also appears in 

Paglen’s series of patches (figure 20.3).

Figure 20.1. The ODNI unveil the NROL-39 logo. Image from ODNI Twitter account, original 

available at: https://twitter.com/ODNIgov/status/408712553179533312, accessed February 4, 2014.

https://twitter.com/ODNIgov/status/408712553179533312
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it provides a creeping glimpse of a power ‘from beyond’; as an image, it 

‘works too well’, it communicates ‘more than we bargained for’ (Thacker, 

2014: 102). This is, however, the paradox that conditions all mediation, 

and to consider it more closely we must grasp the monster’s tentacle.

Problematized ontology

For novelist China Miéville, the tentacle is ‘the default monstrous append-

age of today’, and it ‘signals the epochal shift to a Weird culture’ (2008: 

105). Today, weird fiction, once relegated to the status of supernatural 

pulp horror, is accorded classic status and revered by a new generation 

of writers, fiction and non-fiction alike. Indeed, in contemporary cultural 

theory, references to the work of H. P. Lovecraft – the key proponent of 

what Miéville calls haute-weird – are so widespread as to practically con-

stitute a field in itself. The genre’s earlier form came in something of a 

radical break from the conventions of Gothic storytelling, with monstrous 

Figure 20.3. Image by Trevor Paglen. Original available at: https://twitter.com/

trevorpaglen/status/390580113840283648/photo/1, accessed February 4, 2014.
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cephalopods, and their multiplicity of suckers, first taking hold of the pre-

Weird writings of Jules Verne and Victor Hugo. While myths and leg-

ends of monsters have always been a part of the collective imaginary of 

the sea, in the 19th century major technological developments altered the 

way in which the sea was represented, and in which it reflected new anxi-

eties about a changing world (Grant, 2013: 24-30). It was, though, only in 

the 20th century, with Lovecraft’s Kraken-inspired Cthulhoid creatures, 

that an emergent media culture began to be conceived as a Weird culture, 

a culture in which the human’s centrality and dominance over the nonhu-

man was increasingly thrust into a state of crisis.

Of course, the Lovecraftian Weird is itself paradoxical. On one hand, 

the writer’s unsettling narratives express an explicit desire to escape the 

mechanistic prison house of human space-time, while, on the other, this 

desire remains inseparable from ‘a loathing of the alien materialisms he 

conjures up in his fiction’ (Lockwood, 2012: 75). The sudden encoun-

ter with a cephalopodic monster offers an escape from meaning; it is, in 

Miéville’s terms, ‘unprecedented, unexpected, unexplained, unexplain-

able – it simply is’. Yet at the same time, this encounter threatens and 

overwhelms the stable aesthetic of the human. Such is the power of the 

humble octopus. Once identified by the pattern recognition procedures 

of human perception (having previously employed camouflage and 

mimicry to remain hidden in plain sight), the creature is recognized as a 

possible form. And yet this form is horrifying precisely because it trans-

gresses the solidity and specificity we normally associate with being: ‘The 

octopus is problematized ontology’ (Miéville, 2008: 109). It expresses the 

potentiality of a weird world, a ‘cosmic outsideness’, as Lovecraft put it, 

in which the outside is immanent to – within and beyond – the human 

(Lovecraft, 1933).

In the 20th century, problematized ontology is central to the early 

development of a weird culture. As Dean Lockwood suggests, it is marked 

by the departure of the octopus from the sea and its institution within the 

network. In his account, the evolution of a ‘networked, tentacular’ horror 

is inseparable from the evolution of media. Specifically, ‘the affective core’ 

of Lovecraft’s writing took shape in the immediate context of ‘the new 

wireless traffic in media messages’, namely early commercial broadcast-

ing (Lockwood, 2012: 80). The radio set, ensconced in the living room, 

is ‘invasive, tentacular and alien’, a whisper in the darkness (Lockwood, 
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2012: 81). The development of broadcast radio marks a shift from an oce-

anic model of media, one in which early wireless communication is con-

ceived as a vast sea of noise, a roiling flux in which it is possible to become 

lost, to a network model of media in which radio captures and controls 

a mass audience. Yet, in harnessing the transformative ‘waves of forces’ 

that create and destroy, in subjecting the forces of a Dionysian world, 

Nietzsche’s ‘monster of energy’, to control, there is something about our 

contemporary network culture that retains the vastness of the ocean. 

Today, our relations with media can unmoor old dualistic certainties and 

produce an encounter with the systems of feedback embedded within 

everyday life. In such encounters, human life – previously understood 

as a separate determining force – is revealed as part of an assemblage of 

forces, a supernatural composition of processes both human and nonhu-

man. It is this ‘weird media’, as Thacker (2014: 133) puts it, that ‘indicates 

a gulf or abyss between two ontological orders’, between the natural and 

the supernatural.

In part 2, I will begin to outline how a horrifying encounter with such 

an abyss might be formulated in the critical practice of countervisuality.

PART II

Once again, the secret world won… And once again, the bor-

der between the black and the white dissolved. Everything 

became gray. It was hard to tell where one world ended and 

the other began. (Paglen, 2010: 273)

Weird media

Trevor Paglen describes his practice of countervisuality in terms of 

adjusting attentional habits and perceptual tendencies. To identify 

weird glitches in the system of control, he emphasizes the need to remain 

attuned to its occlusions. ‘It’s difficult to figure out what goes on behind 

the restricted airspaces, the closed doors, the cover stories, and the offi-

cial denials of the Pentagon’s black world’ (Paglen, 2008: 4). This black 

world is one of closely guarded secrets, a covert world that, for the most 
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part, remains entirely hidden. From time to time, though, Paglen sug-

gests, ‘the black world peeks out into the “white” world, and those paying 

attention can get a fleeting glimpse’ (11). This is not, however, a process 

of enlightenment, or simply a consequence of having seized the right to 

look. Indeed, Paglen’s black and white worlds seem all too dualistic for 

the soupy miasma of mediation and its weird paradoxes.

Let us instead imagine a countervisuality more directly inspired by 

supernatural horror. For Thacker, horror is the mode of thought most 

suited to an increasingly unthinkable world. It seizes upon the paradoxi-

cal moments ‘in which thinking enigmatically confronts the horizon of its 

own possibility’ (Thacker, 2011: i). As he describes it, dominant modes 

of thought and perception presume the world to be a human world: for 

us, governed by us. Alongside this subjective, human-centric world, we 

also acknowledge an objective nonhuman world-in-itself that exists in 

an ‘already-given state’, that is, until the very moment that we perceive 

it and transform it into a world for us (Thacker, 2011: ii-iii). Arguably, 

these are the dominant terms by which visuality has been conceived up to 

now, that is, by focusing on the formation of a world picture, on a compre-

hensive representational object. For Thacker, though, horror confronts a 

third category beyond the subjective and objective world – a world with-

out the human (Thacker, 2014: 113). This is a hidden, occulted world 

that cannot co-exist with the human-centered world, a world that can 

only become perceptible ‘after’ the human. The horror in question, then, 

is one of negation – it does not express the emotional fear of a human in 

a human-centered world, but a horror produced in the confrontation of 

the very limits of the human. It is a communication with or mediation of 

something from beyond that, simultaneously, remains a communication 

breakdown, a failure to mediate anything more than a void. Its irruptive 

power is generated by the mediation of lacunae, blind spots. Its weird-

ness is an event, a perceptual encounter with something for which our 

habitual patterns of recognition cannot prepare us.

In Thacker’s terms, this weird space-time is a ‘magic site’, a place 

in which ‘the hiddenness of the world presents itself in its paradoxical 

way’ (Thacker, 2011: 82), which is to say that what is revealed is the 

site’s own hiddenness. In horror fiction the magic site is, on occasion, spe-

cifically constructed by humans as a device through which an occulted 

world might be accessed. It is, though, usually produced spontaneously or 
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accidently, without design. Moreover, it is not ‘black’. Rather, as Thacker 

describes, such sites manifest the occulted world as mists, fogs and slime. 

Magic sites are marked by their betweenness: by formless clouds both 

material and immaterial, by oozing states that inhabit both liquid and 

solid form, by grayness. If black and white worlds are separate worlds set 

in opposition, a gray world is one in which such categories are in open 

communication with one another. And yet, this does not mean that gray-

ness is simply a ratio of black and white. On the contrary, it is produced 

by the careful composition of a multiplicity of colors, a spectral prism, it is 

the color of the whole.

Ancient revelations

We now know about PRISM. We know about the collection of data from 

the servers of Microsoft, Yahoo, Google, Facebook and Apple. We know 

about Boundless Informant, the NSA’s tool for metadata analysis, for the 

real-time examination of data flows. In the UK, we also know about the 

government’s Tempora project, we know about ‘Mastering the Internet’ 

and ‘Global Telecoms Exploitation’, the project’s component parts. For 

Geert Lovink, such enlightenment is a rude awakening – the Snowden 

revelations bring to an end three decades of naïve media rhetoric and 

celebration. The revolutionary dreams of cyberculture, in which ‘media’ 

becomes synonymous with ‘future’, are exposed as a waking nightmare: 

‘The values of the internet generation have been dashed to pieces: decen-

tralization, peer-to-peer, rhizomes, networks. Everything you have ever 

clicked on can and will be used against you’ (Lovink, 2014). Affirmative 

Deleuzian-inspired discourses of acceleration – collective flights toward 

future trajectories – are exposed as the very energies, which feed the 

monster of control. Futures have been foreclosed. 

By contrast, for Wark, although the Snowden documents illustrate a 

current form and strategy of power, there is nothing radically new about 

these revelations. The dialectic of escape and capture has been integral 

to every era of communication – surveillance has always been part of 

telephonic networks, just as it was part of the networks of express mail 

that preceded them (Wark, 2014). Indeed, this would all seem to con-

firm current theories of visuality. Take, for example, the science-fictional 

images of the NSA’s Information Dominance Center (figure 20.4).Last 
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year, the journalist Glenn Greenwald published excerpts from the archi-

tect’s brochure of the Center based at Fort Belvoir in Virginia. The doc-

ument notes that designers were asked to model the space on the com-

mand bridge from Star Trek’s Enterprise. The space was fitted out with 

‘chrome panels, computer stations, a huge TV monitor on the forward 

wall, and doors that made a “whoosh” sound when they slid open and 

closed. Lawmakers and other important officials took turns sitting in a 

leather “captain’s chair” in the center of the room and watched as [NSA 

chief General Keith] Alexander, a lover of science-fiction movies, showed 

off his data tools on the big screen’ (Greenwald, 2013). The architect’s 

brochure goes on to state that ‘the prominently positioned chair provides 

the commanding officer an uninterrupted field of vision to a 22’-0” wide 

projection screen,’ while the primary function of the center ‘is to enable 

24-hour worldwide visualization, planning, and execution of coordinated 

information operations’.

Such power would seem directly aligned to the historical legacy of 

visuality, a term Mirzoeff (2011) traces to 19th century historian Thomas 

Carlyle. For Carlyle, visuality is an authoritarian perceptual activity, one 

that endows the heroic commander with a power both techno-scientific 

and mystical.
1
 In this account, visuality’s truth-giving authority worked 

precisely against the kind of grayness produced by excitable states of 

Figure 20.4. The NSA’s Information Dominance Center. Image by DBI 

Architects, original linked at: http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/

sep/15/nsa-mind-keith-alexander-star-trek [no longer accessible].

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/sep/15/nsa-mind-keith-alexander-star-trek
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/sep/15/nsa-mind-keith-alexander-star-trek
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social flux and disequilibrium. Visuality was a force that shone ‘like a pole-

star through smoke-clouds, dust-clouds, and all manner of down-rushing 

and conflagration’ (Carlyle, 1841). It would, then, be easy to take images 

of the NSA’s Information Dominance Center as confirmation of the con-

tinuing operation of a visuality that functions to maintain transcendent 

order, that ensures future order remains bound to a certain truth and real-

ism, while the irrationalities of other, virtual potentials remain closed off. 

And yet, the danger of reducing all of visuality’s current manifestations to 

mere iterations of its historical form – wielded by a commander – is that it 

remains all-too-human in its conception.

Indeed, following the Snowden leaks, we now also know that the 

vast majority of data intercepted from fiber-optic cables is unexamined 

by humans.
2
 It is software that sieves metadata, that conducts complex 

pattern analysis, that searches for ‘triggers’ (MacAskill et al., 2014). 

Here, as Deleuze warned us (Deleuze, 1992: 5), the individual becomes 

the ‘dividual’, the network subject, depersonalized as packets of poten-

tial. Moreover, the gray infrastructure of distributed computing through 

which such power is exercised – wi-fi networks, apps, system protocols, 

passwords, verification procedures, traffic routers and switches, fire-

walls – is an assemblage of biological and technological actors, ‘a restless 

expanse of multihued contaminations, impurities, hybridity, monstrosity, 

contagion, interruption, hesitation, enmeshment, refraction, unexpected 

relations, and wonder’ (Cohen, 2013a: xxiv). There is, though, something 

neutral, something bland about this technological unconscious: this ‘gray 

media’. Its unspectacular operation, its ‘dull opacity of devices and tech-

niques’, mostly eludes our attention (Fuller and Goffey, 2012: 1). And 

yet, grayness is not flat or uniform – it is dynamic, it remains in continu-

ous transition. These states of disequilibrium are, as Mirzoeff insists, the 

strategic environment for visuality’s new cultural counterinsurgency, but 

the newness of this mode of power is not what concerns us here.

What makes revelations about PRISM so terrifying is, instead, the 

disclosure of something older, something more ancient. PRISM is an 

attempt to command and coordinate prismatic multiplicity, this spectrum 

of possible relations and agencies, human and nonhuman. It aims to man-

age escape and capture systematically, which is to say non-dialectically, 

extracting and generating difference from a single set of relations – rela-

tions from which no godlike perspective is possible. It therefore reveals to 
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us what we were already. It reveals the alien immanent to the human. It 

reveals our instability, our in-betweenness. It reveals that ‘we are media’ 

(Kember and Zylinska, 2012: 13).

In the third and final part of this essay series, I will reflect further on 

the vitality of this gray middleness and propose that practices of counter-

visuality must remain immanent to its weird processes.

PART III

Conflict with time seems to me the most potent and fruitful 

theme in all human expression. (H. P. Lovecraft: 1933)

Shades of gray

In the Deleuzian horror story, control operates on the basis of modula-

tion. It is a power both supple and subtle, adjusting from one moment 

to the next. Media theorists Matthew Fuller and Andrew Goffey take 

the idea of modulation seriously. For them, processes of mediation cre-

ate ‘a troubling opacity and thickness in the relations of which they are a 

part’. These are processes ‘with an active capacity of their own to shape 

or manipulate the things or people with which they come into contact’ 

(Fuller and Goffey, 2012: 5). The consequence is that mediation gener-

ates ‘opaque zones’, the compositional form of which Fuller and Goffey 

describe in terms of grayness.

Typically, grayness is conceived in anthropocentric terms, that is, as a 

depletion of life, as a running down of energy and vibrancy, as an absence 

of human vitality. A gray world is a post-disaster world, a world in which 

the human is all but snuffed out (Cohen, 2013b: 270). In the collective 

imaginary of the 21st century, gray is the color endured by surviving 

humans scratching out an existence in the aftermath of a secular apoca-

lypse. What remains missing from such imagery, though, is a certain gray 

vitalism. As Jeffrey Jerome Cohen argues, gray is a process rather than a 

color, and in this sense the liminality of the gray should not center on the 

human: ‘The gloaming is a place of life, but not necessarily of those sub-

lime forms we expect life to assume’ (Cohen, 2013b: 271-2).
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The grayness of mediation is vital; it is comprised of generative forces, 

of world-making processes, but human life is just one amongst many of 

these interrelated energies. A certain grayness characterizes the human’s 

ontological entanglement with its technical environment, whereby the 

apparently natural division between human and machine is dissolved. 

In the gray, technology can neither be defined as a tool for our use nor 

as something that uses us. More importantly, for the human, the world 

has always been gray – grayness has always been ‘an intrinsic condition 

of being-in, and becoming-with, the technological world’ (Kember and 

Zylinska, 2012: 1). The human has never been an autonomous agent, 

there is what Bernard Stiegler has called an ‘originary technicity’ to the 

human, always outside and beyond itself, open to the nonhuman.

The materiality of grayness, of gray relations, is continually variable, 

continually shifting: grayness thins and congeals, darkens and lifts. It is 

a rushing, an undulation, a noise. Noise is something that is impossible 

to get a distance on, something that infects you, that you cannot be rid 

of. Noise is that which cannot or will not be confined to the usual her-

meneutic categories. So it is that noise is ‘indelibly associated with hor-

ror’ (Hainge, 2013: 85). In the standard cybernetic model of mediation, 

noise is the unwanted corruption of a transparent connection between 

sender and receiver. In such a model, mediation is understood in terms of 

a device connecting two self-contained and previously separate points. It 

is only by occluding noise that ‘meaning’ can occur. But in the ancient fug 

of gray, noise is always present – it cannot be distinguished or separated 

out from ‘information’. Noise is medial, it expresses the relation between 

actual and virtual; noise is ‘the trace of the virtual out of which all expres-

sive forms come to be, the mark of an ontology which is necessarily rela-

tional’ (Hainge, 2013: 13-14). It is, then, the breakdown in conventional 

models that gives rise to the horror. With no clear senders or receivers, 

our existence in the world appears less hospitable, less validated by mean-

ing. We are left with nothing but an oceanic middle, a cosmic middle in 

which we suddenly find ourselves (Thacker, 2014: 87-90). For Lockwood 

(2012: 80), this constitutes a ‘media sublime’ – not as rapturous transcen-

dent sublime, but an immanent-transcendence, a sublime as the infective 

propagation of alien affect into the everyday.

In a society of control, the media sublime again serves to describe 

weird encounters, those fleeting moments when it is briefly possible to 
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perceive the powers of modulation in effect. As an ‘affective and percep-

tual condition’, as a low level buzz, an atmosphere, grayness constitutes 

‘a changeable but often unnoticed background – unnoticed until an 

environmental shift occurs’ (Fuller and Goffey, 2012: 12). Usually, gray 

media have little aesthetic charge, they calibrate human activity on a pre-

individual level, on a low boil, a simmer of not entirely burnt out produc-

ers and not entirely addicted users. Their unconscious background of 

routines and algorithms assuage perceptual and affective intensity just 

as they preserve a consistent liveliness (Fuller and Goffey, 2012: 14). 

But there are necessarily glitches in the continuity of this system – more 

forceful movements of power into the ontogenetic processes of life itself, 

movements that leave vague impressions on conscious perception. More 

importantly, it is possible to instigate such horror in ways that glitch con-

ventional belief in the world and confront the sensation that ‘the scratch-

ing from “outside” is already inside, infecting, running rampant, warping 

and deforming human life’ (Lockwood, 2012: 76).

Cosmic countervisuality

In his own response to the opaque powers of control, Deleuze famously 

called for ‘circuit-breakers’, for ‘vacuoles of noncommunication’ (Deleuze, 

1995: 133). Today, in the midst of an increasingly loquacious and per-

formative century, how are we to understand such a tactic? Are we to 

fall silent? On the contrary – as Wark (2014) cautions, ‘secret’ commu-

nication only serves to attract greater attention. Vigilant, surreptitious, 

or false behaviours, which impair algorithmic control, might allow some 

room to manoeuvre, but an escape to transcendent privacy remains a 

bourgeois fantasy. Silence is too moral, too human. Any countervisual-

ity must be immanent to the weird and noisy middle of mediation.
3
 This 

is to believe in our existence within what Deleuze (Deleuze, 1995: 133) 

called a ‘cramped space’, a bottleneck, though cramped need not indi-

cate something small – we might imagine the horror of being cosmically 

cramped. Indeed, this is, at least in part, the approach Trevor Paglen takes 

in another recent project.

In November 2012, the communications satellite EchoStar XVI 

launched from a base in Kazakhstan and joined the hundreds of other 

spacecraft now in geosynchronous orbit around the earth. In this narrowly 
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defined region of space, in which there is no atmospheric drag, the craft 

will continue to circle the earth for millions, even billions of years. It will 

remain stable, never falling back to earth. It is now part of ‘humankind’s 

longest-lasting material legacy’, ensuring that, long after all human life 

on the planet has winked out, it ‘will remain encircled by a thin ring of 

long-dead-spacecraft’ (Paglen, 2012: 6). In the years leading up to its 

launch, Paglen conceived the idea of attaching to the satellite an archival 

disc micro-etched with one hundred photographs. The work, titled The 

Last Pictures, is a collection of images that will outlast the species that 

produced them.

On one level, the work is a product of the Anthropocene, namely the 

present era in which human activity is understood to affect all life on 

the planet. This is made clear in the selection of images which, although 

occasionally weird (figures 20.5 and 20.6), generally attest to a political 

and environmental crisis. The first photograph shows the back of Paul 

Klee’s Angelus Novus, an image famously described by Walter Benjamin 

(1968: 257-58) as depicting the angel of history, who looks at the mount-

ing wreckage of the past as he is blown backwards into the future by the 

storm of progress. Paglen’s set of images compels us to adopt the angel’s 

view of recent history, comprised as it is by pictures of the Occupy move-

ment, a nuclear explosion, battery farming, a disappearing glacier, cloned 

livestock, drone warfare, and high frequency trading. But for Paglen, who 

is conscious of the project’s conceptual affinity with haute-Weird, the 

work is also ‘a future alien artifact’, made for a future in which humans 

are the ‘ancient aliens’ (Paglen, 2012: 7). Accordingly, the artifact con-

fronts that which Lovecraft (1933) described as ‘the most profoundly 

dramatic and grimly terrible thing in the universe’, namely, time. It desta-

bilizes anthropocentric time in favor of an ‘utterly foreign’ and ‘deeply 

unearthly’ time (Paglen, 2012: 6, 3).

It was, after all, only in the 20th century that human knowledge 

grasped with any certainty the ‘deep time’ of the Earth, encountering a 

new concept of planetary history that spans billions of years. The sheer 

scale of this temporality entirely shatters humanist narratives of progress, 

narratives in which man continuously develops and commands ever more 

sophisticated machines. Deep time is entirely alien to us, it exceeds our 

powers of imagination. It is in this sense that The Last Pictures invokes a 

cosmic perception, a terrifying view of the world after the human.

http://photomediationsmachine.net/2013/12/10/the-last-pictures/
http://photomediationsmachine.net/2013/12/10/the-last-pictures/
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Paglen’s work is not about control society but it does force us to think 

reflexively about our relations with nonhuman agents. Importantly 

though, the images – apparently selected to represent the challenges, 

complexities and crises of human existence on and with the planet – play 

a different role in this process. In spite of the lengthy deliberations, inter-

views, research and debate, which led to their inclusion, the individual 

images actually function most effectively as a series of negations, as fail-

ures. In other words, where the work necessarily fails in its curatorial 

attempt to ‘render the inaccessible accessible’, to capture an artifactual 

portrait of human life, it does reveal something else; in its cosmic sensibil-

ity it does begin to ‘make accessible the inaccessible – in its inaccessibil-

ity’ (Thacker, 2014: 96). The work not only evokes the limits of repre-

sentation but the limits of perceptual experience, the limits of expression. 

The work is a scream.

For Deleuze, the scream is a disharmony of the senses through which 

perception can be transformed (Deleuze, 2014: 15). It is a ‘spasm’, the 

body’s attempt to escape itself, to break from the frameworks of recogni-

tion that inhibit other perceptions, other visualities. The scream resolves 

Figure 20.5. ‘Lernaean Hydra, Albertus Seba’s Thesaurus’ (as featured in Trevor 

Paglen’s The Last Pictures). Image from Wikipedia Commons: http://commons.

wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Albertus_Seba_-_Hydra.jpg [accessed April 15, 2014].

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Albertus_Seba_-_Hydra.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Albertus_Seba_-_Hydra.jpg
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nothing, creates nothing, but it does express a perception of opacity in 

and of itself. In this we can begin to imagine how seizing upon the right 

to scream might produce an ethico-aesthetic sensibility to that which is 

beyond the human. We can begin to formulate new tactical possibilities 

for confronting a visuality that is not simply visual. For in the end, while 

the sublimity of the scream is born of fear over the demolition of the uni-

fied human subject, of a perception of connectedness as terrifying over-

connectedness, it also testifies to an excitable awe at radical relationality, 

to a sudden wonder at perceiving a multiple and collective subject. It wel-

comes, as much as it fears, becoming monstrous.

Original source and licence

Photomediations Machine, 30.06.2014, http://photomediationsmachine.

net/. © Rob Coley. Permission to republish granted.

Figure 20.6. ‘Dust Storm, Stratford, Texas’ (as featured in Trevor Paglen’s The Last Pictures). 

Image from US Department of Commerce, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration: 

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/bigs/theb1365.jpg [accessed April 15, 2014].

http://photomediationsmachine.net/
http://photomediationsmachine.net/
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/bigs/theb1365.jpg
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Notes

1	  Similar assertions could be made of DARPA’s much discussed Total 

Information Awareness project, which came with its own Illuminati-inspired 

mystical insignia.

2	  The story’s source states that, ‘The vast majority of data is discarded without 

being looked at… we simply don’t have the resources’.

3	  It is in similar terms that Fuller and Goffey commend ‘gray immanence for 

gray media’ (2012: 13).
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