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Writing is symbiotic  with the worlds around it

In this symbiosis, writing is both intro and extrospective. Growth 
is mutual– transcending the visual, audible, and perceptible. 
Damage operates in the same way.

Writing is fluid, filling many different roles. It occupies as much 
space as it is given, running free if the chance to pour over 
appears. It can bring liberating ideas and, likewise, reinforce 
already present hegemonies. Writing can be a scope to new sights 
or a curtain tightly pulled. 

Responsibility does not lie with writing itself: writing is what it is. 
It does not act without instruction. To write, or to be a writer, is 
to take on a responsibility to make meaningful work, and to know 
the impact of words (formed in stanzas, sculptures, circles, songs, 
codes, speeches…) on the worlds surrounding them.

This responsibility, and a writer’s understanding of it, is constantly 
in flux. Flowing with the currents which carry us through our lives, 
writing as a whole is multi-sided and near impossible to pin down. 
Writing is an assemblage of millions of interactions between 
those who write, who are many, and the worlds surrounding them, 
which are even more.

Writing is also a process. It is no surprise that writing is so deeply 
connected to visual practice: these forms of expression, creative 
or otherwise, are bonded at the core.

This bond between the written and the visual is symbiotic too. 
Constantly interacting with one another, fostering ideas, and 
identifying areas of weakness, written and visual worlds survive 
together. They flourish and wither together below the same sun.

As writing inspires, and occasionally becomes, the visual, mutual 
goals and methodologies are pooled from pen tips to print 
corners and perspiring pieces of performance.

Foreword  
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Three elements– experience, perception, and research– are 
unifiers, identifiable tethers between writing and broader creative 
fields.

Experience is the foundation. All writers have their own unique 
experiences which inform their writing, to be re-interpreted 
through the reader’s own experiential lens.

Perception is the second, allowing a writer to transform these 
experiences into language. Perception allows us to make 
meaning from the world around us, from running rivers to run-
on-sentences, blinking viewfinders, and brief moments of artistic 
oddity. Perception is also what allows us to be seen, heard, read 
and understood.

The third element, research, is what allows writing to overflow its 
container, to flow in or against currents of the surrounding worlds. 

These elements are highly reactive and unpredictable, forming new 
and meaningful works when combined in the correct quantities. 

There is no known formula for these reactions. They are, however, 
visible on each page of this text. 

Every essay that follows demonstrates a unique connection to the 
world through the practice of writing; drawn from visual practices 
and deeply set in unique experiences of ever-changing lives, these 
offerings contribute meaningfully to the wider discursive, creative, 
and social worlds around them. Each writer has walked with 
responsibility and reckless creativity in tandem, fostering growth 
and new ideas with careful expression. 

Much like this page, these works are just the beginning of 
something bigger.

Liv Wood

00
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Why photograph mushrooms? Mushrooms 
can absorb toxin and survive in a toxic envi-
ronment. Similarly, the photographic appa-
ratus records scenes of violence and trauma. 
Both mushrooms and photography share 
seemingly receptive characteristics in the 
ecology of life. Mycelium absorbs energy 
from their environment to survive and pho-
tography absorbs its environment as a “nu-
trient” and turns it into an image. In this re-
gard, both mushrooms and photography rely 
on an atmospheric environment that feeds 
their activities and strengthen its immune 
response to the respective hostile environ-
ment.

John Cage, the twentieth century experi-
mental composer, is known to be a mush-
room forager. “The near starvation which 
had once driven him to foraging for wild 
mushrooms in Carmel [in California] became 
an entrancing diversion within a much larg-
er conceptual journey” (Trinder 2020, 28). 
Cage, the starving student in music compo-
sition found mushroom foraging as a coping 
strategy during the Great Depression. Later, 
having survived a near death experience from 
mushroom poisoning, he acquired a breadth 
of knowledge about mushrooms as an am-
ateur mycologist. To survive in the financial 
difficulty, mushroom foraging became a kind 
of immune response to the world in which 
he began his career as a composer. His mu-
sic was also a response to the densely built        

Bipolar Ecology: 
Photographs of 
Mushrooms 
Atsuhide Ito
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urban environment whose foundation was underscored by finance. Embracing silence in his 
compositions was a form of immunity against the relentless noise of the built environment 
in Late Capitalism. 

Immunity is thought often as a defence shield against invading pathogens, thus, immunity 
as “warfare against disease” is a fitting expression. This perception presumes the body as an 
internally harmonious system with a border demarcating the inside from the outside. The 
structural anthropologist, Mary Douglas (1966), juxtaposed an individual’s body contour 
with a nation-state’s borders. The skin is the outer surface of one’s defensive border against 
others, that is one’s skin containing the interior of self and its organs, and the national bor-
der on a map is guarded with a defence force. Douglas’ analogy echoes in the writings of 
Susan Sontag (1988) who cautioned that the notion of immunity was applied as a nationalist 
rhetoric to justify modern nation-states’ hostile immigration policies. 

Eula Biss (2015) in her book Inoculation, leads the reader from the perception of immunity as 
a military metaphor to a gastronomic one. Biss, in conversations with immunologists, cites 
frequencies of immunologists using eating and digesting pathogens as a metaphor when 
talking about immunity. In the frequently employed notion of immunity as a guard against 
external threats automatically implying the other as foreign, dangerous, potential parasites 
or terrorists, the gastronomic metaphor points to another way of understanding immunity. 
In fact, the gastronomic metaphor was already suggested in the nineteenth century.  In 
1833, the zoologist, Elie Metchnikoff perceived the body as a constantly changing and evolv-
ing system negotiating with its internal and external environment. While this seems nothing 
surprising, the Metchnicovian model does not postulate the body as an internally harmo-
nious system (Tauber 1994). For Metchnikoff, an immune system is an active process of in-
gesting harmful pathogens. Although Metchnikoff did not explicitly deploy gastronomical 
metaphors, his understanding of immune system differs from the “defence against disease” 
model. Inspired by the theory of evolution, Metchnikovian immunity observes the constant 
working of organisms trying to achieve a better working state to inhabit in the environment. 
Consequently, the organism is in the constant process of re-cognizing and re-defining self, 
and by the same token, identifying what may be harmful to itself. Yet, this differs from the 
exclusive separation of self from non-self; rather, it is the process of achieving an improved 
state of the organism including a protection from internal malfunctions. A Metchnicovian 
approach to self disqualifies the self as a Kantian subject who is self-defensively barricading 
itself form non-self.  Consequentially, disqualification of the Kantian self decomposes the 
self as a cohesive identity and recomposes self as a relational subject whose immunity is 
open to others and its environment.

Although still persistent, the numbers of Covid-19 infections decreased since vaccinations 
in 2021. Vaccination involves non-virulent microbes or fragments of microbes to be injected 
into the body to develop a response against the disease caused by the same microbes (Mims 
2000:240). If taking the “warfare against disease” model of the immunity, vaccination is a 
strange idea. Why should the body take in the “foreign” microbes voluntarily? As the body 
ingests the harmful elements and develop immunity, it begins to resist the pathogens. From 
Metchnikoff’s point of view, this does not necessarily lead to the organism’s self-identifi-
cation as a coherent self, but self as the site of constant becoming. There is a difference 
between self-cohesion centrally cognized as the organism achieving its self-identity, and 
the strengthened integrity that is in the process of constant making. 

Albeit not in the same manner, mushrooms disaffirm assumptions about the dichotomy be-
tween self and non-self, as well as the hierarchical values assigned to the internal cohesive 
self and external non-self. In their ways of navigating around their environment, mushrooms 
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defy the notion of self as a structurally harmonious interiority to defend against externally 
derived harms. Mushrooms absorb toxins, even radiation, and take advantage of energy that 
may be seen as harmful from an anthropocentric point of view. Most notoriously there are 
mushrooms growing in the sarcophagus in the ruin of the No. 4 nuclear reactor in Chernobyl 
after the 1986 nuclear accident (Brown 2017, 33-50; Sheldrake 2020, 5; Tsing 2015). 

Takashi Homma’s (2019) photographs of mushrooms published in a book entitled Sympho-
ny, suggesting a homage to Cage, show images of foraged mushrooms from Chernobyl, 
Fukushima, Scandinavia and Stoney Point. Mushrooms are often photographed with soil at-
tached to them evoking the impression that they have been just extracted from the ground. 
For instance, the photograph of mushrooms Fukushima #25 (2012) is multiple mushrooms 
clustered together with intensely dark blue pointy scales on their caps. With the knowledge 
of them foraged from Fukushima, the viewer may speculate that the scales that give a poi-
sonous impression may be a mutation or illness caused by radiation, though it may simply 
be how these mushrooms grow. There are no answers but the way the viewer inspects each 
photograph is a combination of their curiosity and speculation, fear of radiation and real-
ization of mushrooms’ ability to adopt to their circumstances. Many of them are placed 
in centre frame and photographed like a portrait. Although images are serialised, they are 
not clinical enough to be seen as a scientific taxonomy.  Often, they are photographed as 
a pair, triplets or more, as the fruiting bodies are fundamentally connected to each other, 
rather than being individuals. The seductiveness of Homma’s portraiture of the mushrooms 
derives partly from the anthropomorphic conversion of the mushrooms into relatable per-
sonalities. 

Homma has included some scenic photographs where mushrooms were growing. Unless 
attentive, the viewer may simply see a landscape photograph, overlooking the mushrooms 
growing on the ground, quietly elucidating the point of mushrooms as usually not the priory 
attractions such as flowers in the forest. Anna Lowenhaput Tsing (2015) in her Mushrooms 
at the End of the World discusses the parasitic aspect of mushrooms. Not only, for instance, 
that Matsutake mushrooms grow at the root of pine trees in a poor soil like a parasite, but 
also Tsing describes foraging as a marginalised activity in the capitalist production of in-
dustrial food production, taken up by immigrants in Oregon mountains. Perhaps, for the 
experimental composer, mushrooms embodied a silent mode of survival, away from the 
accelerated industrial and commercial activities, accompanied by the noise of producing 
commodities, and the speculations of financial markets. Escaping from the bustling noise 
of New York, Cage retreated into Stoney Point in California where Homma followed Cage’s 
footsteps and photographed mushrooms. Those images of mushrooms appear visually 
composed while there are no signs of deliberation. Reliant on chance, they echo Cage’s 
music that has taken chance as a compositional element. 

Homma’s photographs of mushrooms from four locations present mushrooms growing in 
the ruinous sites of trauma while absorbing their toxic air as nutrients.  As the photographer 
was there in each location to photograph mushrooms, the camera as well as the photogra-
pher were exposed to sun light as well as ironizing radiation, forms of energy that made the 
photographs “grow” into an image. In the same way, mushrooms absorb them and immu-
nize themselves as part of the environment in which they grow. The viewer may have an im-
pression that they are looking at the photograph of mushrooms, but in fact they are looking 
at the atmospheric environment that manifests in the figure of mushrooms. Mushrooms 
are visualisations of the environment which they inhabit. This implies that photography is a 
visualization of air, instead of images of objects. 

In the Ukraine War, vacuum bombs have reputedly been deployed (Harrison 2022). A vacu-
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um bomb pulls and absorbs oxygen from the area in which the bomb is dropped and oxidizes 
the fuel to explode, reaching the temperatures up to 3000 Celsius (Andr 2016). Absorption 
of air around the bomb for the purpose of harm and damage contrasts drastically to the 
way mushrooms absorb air around them. Mushrooms decompose trauma and recompose 
themselves while letting other organisms survive along with them. These bipolar manners of 
reception and absorption, both violence and rehabilitation, metaphorically and affectively 
apply to photography.
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In the Western dichotomy, light is measured 
as the beginning of everything. In the Book 
of Genesis, God said “Let there be light” 
(Genesis 1:3), and light appeared.

Then, only after having spoken into the void 
and commanding light to come into being, 
God created the heavens and the earth. Light 
inaugurated life on earth also for scientists. 
Plants and animals could not exist without 
it, as well as human beings. Moreover, light 
provides the power of vision, so that looking 
and consequent “seeing” is possible.

Speaking of darkness, it seems that most 
often when something is incomprehensible, 
or even unintelligible, the Western subject 
relates it to darkness, and feels the urge 
to “shed light” on it. It is this inclination to 
“present,” or make present, which has given 
darkness a “bad name”. This natural tendency 
has “obscured’” unwarranted as- sumptions 
and the direction of Western mentality, with 
the final result that the tradi- tional Western 
way of thinking has become a rather one-
sided attitude.

There are good reasons to reaffirm darkness 
against the dominant light metaphor, 
or at least to not see them as mutually 
incompatible. Consequently, it is necessary 
to elab- orate what is considered to be the 
direct opposite of light.

Darkness has been a long-discussed subject 
in many cultures. The etymological defin- 
ition designates darkness as the lack of 

About Light  
and Darkness 
Benedetta Pistolini
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illumination, the absence of visible light. As I already mentioned, since the creation of light, 
God made clear that He “saw that the light was good, and he separated the light from the 
darkness” (Genesis 1:4). So, on the very first day, this sentence pronounced the now-familiar 
perception of darkness as evil.

The ambition is to demonstrate some alternative approaches to the perception of light 
and darkness, changing how these two are conceptualised and stigmatised in the Western 
culture. My approach dwells upon argue certain forms of darkness over light,  with the final 
intention of defeating the hierarchy of the two binary opposites and fi- nally understanding 
them to have a more complementary meaning.

 
James Turrell: (not only) the artist of light

In regards of light (and perhaps darkness), the works of the American artist James Turrell 
stand out. Turrell, whose works focus mainly on the perception of light and space, uses the 
light as the unique medium to express his art (Figure 6). “Not paint- ings that depict light, 
not sculptures that incorporate light, but simply light itself. Tur- rell taps into the light that 
greets us when we flip an electrical switch or turn on a tele- vision, the light from headlights 
and neon signs all around us at night, the light that glimmers in faraway stars” (Herbert 
1998,11). Turrell enables the viewer to see what is invisible through the perception of light. 
That perception becomes the object of his art. Looking at Turrell’s works is an extremely 
personal experience: the spectator is looking at light only with eyes, and so with perception. 
Viewing becomes a primal experience.

For these reasons, James Turrell is also known as the ‘artist of light’, “[…] whose primary 
intention is to confront the forms of understanding embedded in perception” (Larson 1981, 
30). Going through the numerous fascinating works by the ‘artist of light’, one in particular 
caught my attention: Dark Spaces (Figure 7,8). This piece of art is an enclosed room with 
no seemingly perceivable light (Turrell, 1984-1992). When this art piece was exhibited, the 
spectator would go through a long dark corridor with the help of handrails, to end up into an 
even darker room. It was also called the “sensory deprivation experiment” (Lempesis, 2017). 
As a matter of fact, after be- ing deprived of any visual stimulus, the installation appeared 
disorienting.  Once seated in the dark room, the viewer would spend ten to fifteen minutes 
waiting for the pupils to fully dilate, to then notice the faint presence of a dim coloured light 
projec- ted on the wall. The purpose of this exhibition was not about what one was supposed 
to see, but the experience of “seeing yourself see” (Turrell, 1984-1992). Not by chance, this 
theory comes very close to the thesis that this dissertation will support. Yet, we have time to 
get there. Going back to the exhibition, it was made clear that the observer was “drawing” 
in the dark, “saved” only by a very faint red - or blue - light floating in the surrounding walls. 
So, it is well understood that in Turrell’s room, the dark prevails on light. Is it plausible to call 
James Turrell, not only the ‘artist of light’ but also the ‘artist of dark’? Certainly, this question 
will raise some doubts. But, allow me to elaborate. “This world that we inhabit has a lot to 
do with the reality we form through vision,” Turrell told Michael Govan, director of the Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art, in 2011. “So, I am interested in how we create this world that 
we inhabit (…) the landscape without horizon, without left or right, up or down.” Here, the 
American artist is talking about the reality we form through our vision. But in particular, his 
statement is significant in the absence of the word “light”. Turrell specifically speaks of vision, 
as our medium to perceive the reality we live in. In fact, as we understood, and the artist 
himself showed us, vision has to do with light as much as it does with dark. But are humans 
capable of using their sight in the dark as well? How? Essentially, when the human eye find 
itself in the complete dark, mostly for scientific and physiological reasons, it cannot see 
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what surrounds it. Nevertheless, since the human brain is a perfect ‘working machine’, when 
in darkness it can activate another kind of vision: the ‘imaginative’ one. Indeed, humans can 
encourage their desire - as the prisoners in Plato’s cave do - and stimulate their “creative” 
sight. Through experiences, memories and images, our imagination helps us produce our 
own reality, even if we cannot effectively see it. The stronger the desire, the more humans 
will be desirous of noticing what is actually invisible in the dark, and, potentially, through 
imagination, make it visible. Thus, “seeing yourself see” means that James Turrell - who is 
now the artist of both light and dark - led his spectators to create a subjective realty, visible 
(even if not materially, but imaginatively) in the dark.
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Since the birth of philosophy, academics 
have concerned themselves with the origins 
and nature of knowledge, a study later de-
fined as epistemology. From Plato’s theory of 
forms in Ancient Greece, to Ayer’s verifica-
tion principle in the early-mid 20th Century. 
These arguments are built on the epistemo-
logical debate between Plato and Aristotle: 
rationalism (or a priori) against empiricism (a 
posteriori).

The constant between all these theories, as 
with the majority of human thought, is its 
outcome as linear writing. With the excep-
tion of a few visual analogies used in early 
thought, humans have always used written 
language as the bridge between one person 
and another.

These epistemological theories often strug-
gle to fully articulate what they refer to due 
to their inherent unspecificity. Theories such 
as Kripke’s ‘naming and necessity’ even re-
volve around this confusion. These theories 
seek objectivity more than any other philos-
ophy, so why use one of the most subjective 
mediums to convey them?

To expand on this historical confusion, I want 
to propose photography as a language, capa-
ble of epistemological arguments. Previous 
writing by thinkers such as Vilem Flusser and 
Joseph Kosuth, approached photography, 
art, and language from a similar position in 
a less specific manner, exploring art as a tool 
of communication in itself, as opposed to a 
tool for claims on knowledge and necessary 

Is Photography  
a Language? 
George Budden
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truths, which is what I’ll expand on in this dissertation.

To understand the foundations of this dissertation the photograph must be capable of con-
veying knowledge, or in other words, to be usable as an alternate language. Conventional 
language consists of linguistic statements (written or spoken) used to communicate ideas 
within the author’s mind. These syntaxes are decodable semantics generally aimed at those 
familiar with the language, consisting of sememes which denote or connote the idea put 
forward. The photograph can be considered in the same way.

A clear benefit from using the photograph is that basic ideas can be easily grasped by any 
audience, regardless of linguistic knowledge, hence road signs and warnings consist of sym-
bols instead of writing. At this stage it’s difficult to ignore the clear criticism that although 
the photograph may be capable of depicting nouns, verbs and visual adjectives, there are 
complications when depicting an emotional or sensory adjective. It is easy to write ‘the chair 
is hard and the dog is sad’, and somewhat more challenging to photograph these descrip-
tions. In response, one might argue we learn emotions and senses entirely rationally and 
independently, and so written and spoken language have the exact same shortcomings. In 
a view some might describe as sceptical, there is no proof that one person’s ‘sadness’ or 
‘hardness’ is the same as another’s. Though it is somewhat inconvenient, when one writes 
‘the chair is hard’ we cannot trust this statement as a concrete communication of ideology, 
instead it is merely an estimation of a feeling, in the same way one might estimate a chair is 
hard from a photo of a chair based on empirical learning.

It would be incomprehensible not to include a comment on Vilem Flusser’s monumental 
late 20th Century text: Towards a Philosophy on Photography. To Flusser, pre-camera imag-
es (drawings, etchings etc.) are not representations of the world, but screens that obscure 
it. In the second millennium when this disconnect reached a critical point for human beings, 
they attempted to break up these screens to see the world behind them, by tearing apart 
the components of the image and arranging them into lines, thus inventing linear writing. 
Though intentions were for clarity, writing used a new kind of thought: conceptual thought, 
more abstract that the imaginary thought used in the images they are abstracted from.

Texts do not signify the world; they signify the images they tear up … In this way, texts are a 
metacode of images (Flusser 2021, 11)

Flusser lays out a comparison between photography and Aristotelian logical analysis in his 
essay The Photograph. The author observes the similarities in the absolute ‘truth’ and ‘false-
hood’ of Aristotelian epistemology in conjunction with black and white photography.

Saul Kripke, 20th Century logician, analytical and epistemological philosopher, is best re-
garded for his text Naming and Necessity published in 1980. This book tackles the issue of 
proper names in the philosophy of language, in relation to how we refer to and name people 
or objects. Kripke argues we can only name a being at its creation, or from an empirically 
learnt causal chain of information beginning at creation. When we use a name, we refer to 
that being, not a series of descriptions about that being, this is called ‘the causal theory of 
naming’.

This causal theory can be illustrated in figure 1, Kosuth’s One and Three Chairs.

Though a monumental piece in the study of ontology and epistemology, for this study take 
your focus off of the physical chair, and direct your attention to the written definition and 
photograph as referring (or naming) pieces. The written definition is, in essence, the de-
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scriptive theory of naming. A technically accurate description of what it is referring to that 
is objectively true. The issues that arise echo those of the original theory. It is true that this 
definition refers to that chair, along with millions of other chairs on this earth. Due to its 
inherent vagueness it fails to accurately refer to that chair in particular.

Now let’s take the photograph as the causal theory of naming. In a similarly chain-like pro-
cess, Kosuth, as the photographer is naming this specific chair for the audience. In this sense

it doesn’t matter if the actual chair is there or not, we understand exactly what Kosuth is re-
ferring to using the photo, without the need for written language. Upon exiting the installa-
tion, when one refers to the chair they saw in the photo, they are referencing that chair, not 
the millions of other chairs that fit the same description. Combining Kripke’s theory with 
this example, one can state that the photograph works significantly better than language as 
a naming tool.

To emphasise the possibilities of photography as an alternative to the previous theories, it 
is important to highlight its successes in relation to these, and many other epistemological 
debates. To rely on people to correctly describe, refer and name beings and objects places 
a great responsibility on imperfect, subjective and manipulative humans. The camera, as 
Flusser writes, is a magical apparatus uncontrollable by the human, and in its basic form 
invincible from human misconstruction. Whereas a spoken description can be incorrect for 
a multitude of reasons, the camera will never lie, and therefore is not capable of a wrong 
physical description.

Joseph Kosuth is a writer and artist who works around themes of language, catagorisation, 
ontology and tautology. His work is logical, clean and deadpan, with no room for self-ex-
pression. In his collection of essays Art After Philosophy and After he draws a connection 
between the end of philosophical thought and the beginning of art (which he places in the 
early 20th century), arguing art has become philosophy. The key relevance to this disserta-
tion with Kosuth’s work, is visual art’s ability to express and verify a statement better than 
linear writing. To explore this comparison is straightforward, due to Kosuth’s use of lan-
guage in all his work. To use figure 2 as an example, the sentence ‘FIVE WORDS IN RED 
NEON’ as a written sentence leaves too much to the reader’s imagination. It gives a rough 
idea of what the writer is trying to convey, yet still allows scope fordifferent shades of red, 
different font, varying type size, etc. Kosuth’s interpretation solidifies these variables into 
a concrete message that is impossible to interpret. When we see Kosuth’s work we do not 
question what shade of red he means, or the brightness of the neon light, because he has 
displayed it for us. Though this work is very literal, and the rules used here don’t directly 
apply to other visual art, the concept remains the same. As analysed in figure 1, visual art 
arguably leaves no room for confusion in the viewer, as opposed to written language, which 
will always have infinite possibilities of interpretation. Kosuth is seeking ‘truth’ in his art, and 
as a byproduct, has proved an inherent truth, or tautology, in all art. Though Kosuth is di-
rectly relating art to truth, using his writing I think we can make another abstraction. Kosuth 
references Donald Judd’s “if someone calls it art, it’s art”, commenting ‘while a vast quantity 
of similarly looking objects or images… may seem to be related (or connected) because 
of a similarity of visual / experiential ‘readings’, one cannot claim from this an artistic or 
conceptual relationship’ (1991, 17). This idea of one absolute object being defined as art (by 
its curator) in a sea of similar objects, is comparable to epistemology, in particular Kripke’s 
causal theory. We name objects and beings independently, and that is their absolute truth, 
regardless of its similarity to other beings of its kind. It is impossible to question the nature 
of art, just as it is impossible to question a tautological proposition.
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To be able to use the camera in epistemological arguments, we must understand the impor-
tance behind every choice and action the theorist makes. We must think of the photograph 
conceptually, not just decoding what objects are within the scene captured, but the choice 
of variables such as exposure time, photographic material, camera choice etc. For all these 
variables will contribute to the overall idea the photographer is propositioning. By doing 
this we unlock a plethora of possibilities in instantly communicating an idea in a variety of 
methods. We are able to formulate a proposition, evidence and our emotion towards it all 
in a single image. We should view the photo as not necessarily tautological in itself, but as a 
verification that the photographer’s actions and objectives are true.

Thinking about the future of epistemological debate using the photograph, the solution 
isn’t to turn photography into a medium capable of these arguments, but in fact look at how 
the medium changes the debate itself. Language won’t progress by trying to fit these exist-
ing epistemological arguments into the medium of photography, but by seeking a new kind 
of communication in the future of epistemology, whereby we can unlock a better method of 
formulation, denotation, and connotation. We must utilise photography alongside existing 
methods of writing, mathematical formulae and illustration to create an ultimate communi-
cation system by which philosophical claims and propositions can be made.
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When asking about the current state of mas-
culinity in my rural hometown, I am usually 
greeted with the assertion “we only have 
real men round here”. They are the type of 
men who drink too much, wash every once 
in a while, hunt wild animals and love heavy 
machinery. Within a rural context, cultural 
mediations on masculinity largely tend to-
ward a fixed narrative of dominance, with 
little regard for deviant or subordinate mas-
culinities. An issue arises where this domi-
nant male form becomes synonymous with 
the term ‘rural masculinity’. My own mo-
tives for writing about the topic come from 
my upbringing within solely rural spaces 
and my performances of masculinity being 
seen as outside the ideal constructs with-
in these spaces. I am wary of coming from 
the perspective of a male-identifying West-
ern European, therefore I am careful not to 
homogenize rural people and places. I write 
largely about Anglo-American rural mascu-
linities, which I believe share similar notions 
of a mythic masculine nature. I am also aware 
that I therefore may exclude other narratives, 
such as non-Euro-Western views of sexuality, 
masculinity and the environment, or female 
and trans-masculinities which should also be 
important avenues for study. 

Images of masculine toughness are often 
coupled with rural surroundings. Think of 
the lonesome Marlboro Man watching over 
his land, which was later re-appropriated by 
Richard Prince, perhaps to show the absurd-
ity of such a vision of contemporary mascu-
linity. These depictions of the rural working 

Being a  
country boy 
Diggory Lynch
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class have been repeatedly fetishized throughout visual culture and are thus reinforced, 
allowing them to occupy a space within the popular imagination. But in a contemporary 
context, modernisation has brought about the destruction of the nostalgic countryside and 
the dismantling of nostalgic rural masculinity. What is to become of the rugged individualist 
when he no longer has any country to roam? It is largely white patriots who fantasise about 
the restoration of a ‘true’ masculinity that is historically associated with rural areas. Only 
‘real men’ can rescue the Eden from a “feminised, multicultural, androgynous melting pot” 
(Kimmel and Ferber 2006, 136). This idea of masculine nature takes on a particular visual 
form in the imagery of Vladimir Putin on horseback riding through rural Siberia; trying to re-
claim a bygone masculine ideal. Putin is surrounded by a photographic team as he performs 
the role of the hero, a symbol of revived masculine power. He is largely topless throughout 
the images and the body acts as a signifier for masculine power. What becomes clear within 
the photos of Putin in rural space is that there is a displacement of agricultural labour. His 
traversing of the landscape on horseback is different from the Marlboro man in that it is an 
emptied ritual that serves no real purpose- perhaps it is a form of conceptual labour.

Rural masculinity according to these examples evoke something of the rural as ‘drag’. The 
periodic redemption of masculine toughness occurs temporarily. When the mountains and 
the trees no longer provide a purpose, there is a swift retreat home. We could label Putin’s 
encounter with the rural as a flirtation with the notion of the rugged individualist, suggest-
ing that rural masculinity is perhaps more mobile than the fixed forms we are told to believe 
in. Traditional rural masculinity in this sense is a social performance and instead rural mas-
culinities should be rendered multiple. 

Timothy Morton articulates the idea of a masculine nature by stating that, 

Masculine nature defines itself through extreme contrasts. It’s outdoorsy, not “shut 
in”. It’s extraverted not introverted. It’s heterosexual, not homosexual. It’s able-bod-
ied - “disability” is nowhere to be seen, and physical “wholeness” and “coordination” 
are valued over the spontaneous body (Morton 2010, 81) 

Questions are therefore raised as to who has the rights to this rural space and how many 
people are excluded from an overarching narrative of rural heterosexuality and ableism? 

To contest the idea of a highly masculinised nature, I turn to the work of Derek Jarman 
and his queering of natural space. His adolescent encounters at a rural boarding school 
informed much of his later work. He avoids simplification of the natural landscape that has 
historically been viewed through an idyllic, yet heteronormative lens and instead reframes 
rural space as complex and interconnected, but ultimately a site for the practice of same-
sex desire. Nature is not a saved wilderness for Jarman, but rather a space of “unlikely refuge 
and impossible gardens” (Mortimer-Sandilands, 2010, 343-344). Through his filmmaking 
and writing in ‘Modern Nature’, we can engage with his practice through a queer ecological 
perspective. Queer ecology views nature and sexuality from the standpoint of established 
queer theory. In the 1994 issue of journal ‘Undercurrents’, a landmark publication in queer 
ecology, there was a declaration that “a politics of nature can no longer be an articulation 
of white, male, heterosexual prescription or descriptive privilege” (O’Donnell 1994, 2). I ad-
vocate the importance of queer ecologies in challenging the problematic links between tra-
ditional masculine power and nature. The splicing together of queer theory with ecology 
seems to make complete sense in the contemporary context. The current ecological crisis 
has degendered nature in the sense that nothing is exempt from its troubles. Is it not more 
appropriate to favour an ecology that rejects the value of individuals and breaks down the 
dualism of human and non-human? 
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A queer ecological denial of anthropocentric and androcentric ideologies would disregard 
the aforementioned narratives of rugged individualism. Jarman’s most important work re-
lating to a queer ecology would be ‘The Garden’; an experimental film shot mostly at his gar-
den in Dungeness, containing a queer reimagining of Christian passion in which two young 
men become lovers against the backdrop of rural Dungeness. Jarman writes in ‘Modern Na-
ture’ that he consistently used the process of gardening to immortalise his lost friends and 
lovers during the AIDs crisis. He asserts “I walk in this garden holding the hands of dead 
friends/ old age came quickly for my frosted generation” (Jarman 1991, 96). Jarman’s under-
standing of death and mourning is at odds with the romantic portrayal of loss that is appar-
ent within much contemporary environmentalism. 

Michel Foucault’s idea of ‘heterotopia’ can also be used to analyse Jarman and his relation to 
rural space. Chris Steyaert argues that ‘in the context of sexual minorities, new forms of sex-
ual identity that contest the dominant forms are generated and practiced in specific ‘other’ 
spaces and timings, so called ‘heterotopias’’ (Steyaert, 2008, p45). Jarman’s garden can be 
read as one of these spaces. Formed on shingle next to a nuclear powerplant, the  garden is a 
site borne of his own heterotopic subjectivity and through his non-linear and non-narrative 
filmmaking, it qualifies as a quintessentially heterotopic space. It is a site of ‘otherness’ in 
which gay rural masculinities are allowed to enter, allowing for the presence of masculinities 
that subvert the notion of the dominant and solitary rural male.  

(…) To conclude, we know what can happen when the rugged individualist views himself as 
being right at the top of the nature hierarchy. As Timothy Morton says, just watch the film 
Into the Wild (Morton 2010, 95). The death of the protagonist after eating a wild mushroom 
can be seen as rurality claiming traditional masculinity. The masculine nature meme is cer-
tainly ripe for a rethink. A queer ecological approach would go far beyond masculine nature 
and in turn, disrupt traditional androcentric views. Derek Jarman’s practice allows for an 
assertion that hegemonic masculinity is always a false claim when being attributed to the 
rural. We must therefore adopt a poststructuralist standpoint which would allow for radical 
and deviant rural masculinities to be celebrated and discussed in more detail if there is to be 
an understanding of the rural and its different performers. 
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There are many ideas surrounding black-
ness and what can be defined as Black Art, 
however, these ideas are often developed 
and shaped through the lens of the African 
American experience. For this reason, I’m 
going to explore what constitutes Black Art 
through the work of only Black British visual 
artists. Throughout, I will refer to a discussion 
between Eddie Chambers and fellow British 
art curator Rasheed Araeen, in which Cham-
bers suggests that the function of Black Art 
is to “confront the white establishment for 
its racism, as much as to address the black 
community in its struggle for human equal-
ity” (Araeen and Chambers, 1988). However, 
like Araeen, I believe that this view pigeon-
holes the purpose of Black Art, reducing it to 
work that explicitly depicts the Black strug-
gle. Whilst many visual artists have created 
thought-provoking works surrounding ideas 
of hardship in the Black community, I believe 
works that explore other aspects of identity, 
such as sexuality, gender, community, and 
heritage are just as important.

As a Black artist, I am left to reflect upon my 
own practice, especially in relation to the no-
tion of Black Art. Does my work about gen-
trification, an issue that disproportionally 
affects those from marginalised communi-
ties, hold more bearing on my portfolio as 
opposed to my work regarding lucid dreams 
because it addresses issues faced by Black 
people? As Araeen argues, there is an issue 
of essentialism when it comes to identifying 
what qualifies as being called Black Art.

To exist is to be represented

Your Britain, 
My Britain
Adeola Ogunsiji-Isaac
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In his discussion with Araeen, Chambers suggests that “Black Art must respond to the re-
alities of the local, national, and international Black communities” (Chambers, 1991). In my 
opinion, unfortunately, having to deal with police brutality and systematic corruption is a 
prominent issue for those of the diaspora who have settled in the West.

On April 22nd, 1993, in Southeast London, 18-year-old Stephen Lawrence was stabbed to 
death by a gang of white youths in an unprovoked racist attack. Although two men were 
finally convicted for his murder in 2012, the Lawrence family had to fight hard for justice 
to be served. This case was the catalyst for a re-examination of the policing system as well 
as an investigation into the prejudice police have when handling cases involving Black and 
minority ethnicities as opposed to white people. Four years after his murder the McPherson 
Report was released. This report concluded that the investigation into Lawrence’s murder 
conducted by the Metropolitan police had been “marred by a combination of professional 
incompetence, institutional racism and a failure of leadership” (Quinn, 2019), and led to an 
investigation into legislation that deals with race. In 2001, artist Dave Lewis created a power-
ful response to the case in which he turned the camera on himself. In the series, Chapter Six: 
Racism, each image is reinforced with quotes from the McPherson report. Lewis adopts var-
ious methods in his photography like the use of historically Black objects such as a hair pick, 
for example. However, it is his use of self-portraiture that I want to focus on. Having his body 
in the frame alongside the quotes, draws a picture of what it’s like being a Black man in Brit-
ain where, even years on, he could easily be subjected to the same fate as Lawrence was. His 
face being both present and away from the camera, alludes to how he sees himself and how 
society sees him. In Fig 1* Lewis holds up the print of a self- portrait with a quote regarding 
equal opportunity regardless of race underneath it: ‘the goal is to provide services that are 
applicable and acceptable regardless of their ethnic background’. This message is then jux-
taposed in Fig 2* where the text talks of how racism breeds in communities: ‘Furthermore 
such attitudes can thrive in a tightly knit community so that there can be a collective failure 
to detect and to outlaw this breed of racist’. Not only is Lewis’ back to the camera but by the 
positioning of his shoulders, it appears as if his hands are raised as he faces the union jacks. 
This then is important to understanding his relationship with Britain, as the iconography of 
a Black person with their hands up in the face of adversity, reflects facing a system that is 
discriminatory and often unforgiving. In addition, the use of portraiture is also significant as 
it provides a statement for ‘one’s right to exist, one’s right to struggle, in a world in which, 
more than ever, the white race sees itself as the pinnacle against which the pigments and ef-
forts of all other races must be judged’ (Chambers, 1991). The images with the captions are 
akin to the pictures one would find in a history book, hinting at the fact that history often 
repeats itself. These images could have been made before the Lawrence case. They could 
have been made a decade after. They would still carry the same relevance.

Lewis’s series shows that even though the report suggests that society in Britain should be 
fair and provide an opportunity for people to forge their own identities regardless of race, 
hate can breed violently and quickly. It is therefore evident that Lewis’s work would be de-
fined as Black Art because it addresses what Chambers believes the function of Black Art is, 
and that’s to confront racism.

The multifaceted negro

(…) So far, I have explored the question of what constitutes Black Art in relation to the shared 
Black experience that, some would argue, is embodied by Black people’s defiance in the 
face of hatred and injustice. However, I would argue that many Black British artists use the 
medium of photography and film to better understand themselves as multifaceted humans 
whose work explores the themes of intimacy, gender, sexuality, and tradition as opposed to 
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exclusively looking at racism. As Jean Fisher puts it ‘although work cannot be understood 
outside its socio-political context, it is not reducible to it’ (Fisher, 2005).

The late Khadija Saye, who tragically died in the fire of Grenfell alongside 72 other resi-
dents, homed in on the spiritual and religious aspects of her heritage. Saye’s Gambian roots, 
Christian mother and Muslim father are all woven into her works. In one of her self-portraits 
‘Andichurai’ (Fig 3*) Saye holds a clay incense pot to her ear. The clay in question is made 
using techniques particular to the Senegambian region.

Traditionally Andichurai is used to provide protection by driving evil spirits away, with the 
scent of incense being often connected to femininity. The use of such objects in a self-por-
trait makes it look as if she’s partaking in a ritual of self-cleansing. The image itself, with the 
damaged edges and faded spots from smoke, makes it look as if it was created decades ago 
highlighting the importance of spirituality, especially in familial situations where beliefs are 
traditionally passed down from the older generations. To make her works she uses a process 
invented in 1951, that utilise collodion wet plates. This is a rigorous process in which a piece 
of glass is coated in collodion, a flammable solution, and other light-sensitive chemicals, 
before being placed in a camera and exposed. The photos are then developed, fixed and 
varnished in the darkroom. These are turned into tintypes by printing onto tin sheets. Us-
ing a method such as this means that the artist has little control over how the final product 
turns out. It is left to the elements. Saye described the process as ‘surrendering yourself to 
the unknown’ similar to ‘what is required by all spiritual higher powers: surrendering and 
sacrifice.’ (Erdman, 2021).

Saye is an example of how artists from the diaspora use their heritage to inform their art. 
Black Art created by those in the diaspora may engage in discussions that differ from artists 
living in Africa and the Caribbean. For example, depictions of otherness may be different in 
West Ghana compared to West England. As Chambers puts it:

‘We have our own traditions still surviving in Asia and Africa, and even in many other parts 
of the world where AfroAsian people live, and these traditions have very little to do with the 
experience of imperialism. These traditions exist today in music & dance, literature, painting, 
sculpture, etc. and they cannot be defined in the sociohistorical context of black experience, 
which is of course global but with peculiarities specific to black peoples living in the West-
ern Metropolis, unless these traditional art forms have undergone transformations resulting 
from this context’ (Chambers, 1991)

The Black experience differs greatly from person to person based on many factors such 
as heritage and location. Making it impossible, in my opinion, to define the parameters of 
Black Art.

Conclusion

It is argued that the primary function of Black Art is to address the Black experience, an 
experience that for those in the diaspora, often involves trying to fit into British society 
whilst holding on to their traditional culture. It is also characterised by lack of broader rep-
resentation. Photographer Dave Lewis, for example, calls on the bias of British Police and 
the impact that such institutions can have upon real lives.

Though it is critical that the stories of these artists are communicated, I don’t believe that 
they are fully representative of what Black Art can be. It has become clear that under Cham-
bers’ definition, Black visual artists are not afforded the luxury of l’art la l’art (art for art’s 
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sake). It is hard for Black practitioners to create work that is independent of political or 
social connotations when being Black, in itself, is viewed as a political act. As artist and cu-
rator Keith Piper claims, “The Black Art student, by his very blackness, finds himself drawn 
towards the epicentre of social tension. He’s forced to respond to the urgency of the hour” 
(Piper, cited in Chambers, 1991). Therefore, I believe it is important for Black Art to be recog-
nised outside of the original scope that Chambers put forward in his discussion with Araeen. 
Black Art can be driven by themes other than hardship, as its sole purpose isn’t just to con-
front racism. Artists like Khadija Saye, for example, use photography to explore the rituals 
and traditions of her culture.

I am left to reflect again on my own practice as a Black Artist. Whilst I believe that the func-
tion of Black Art should be broader and more encompassing, it should also portray Black-
ness in one way or another. Hence, the work I create regarding dreams would not be defined 
as Black Art. Not because it doesn’t depict Black hardship, but because it doesn’t address 
Blackness in the many forms it takes. A common theme I have found in works addressed is 
the use of art as a device to both inform and heal. Whether it be celebrations of heritage, ex-
plorations of sexuality or investigations into representation and assimilation. They explore 
several perspectives of the Black experience that divorce Black people from the stereotypes 
that often constrict them.

While defining Black Art is impossible because it exists in numerous ways, I do believe that 
art should address aspects of Blackness. Whatever it be.
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Since 1980, the concept of globalization has 
been widely mentioned, usually being regard-
ed as a phenomenon that shares a symbiotic 
relationship with the drastic increase of inter-
national trading behavior. (Al-Rodhan, Nayef 
and Stoudmann, 2006). Nevertheless, the 
perspectives stating that globalization is the 
consequence or weapon of western cultural 
hegemony have not been rare in the eastern 
Asian contexts (Falkner 2005, 585-599). In the 
mid 80s China had just got rid of the after-
math of the Cultural Revolution and was at the 
beginning stage of Deng Xiaoping’s Reform 
and ‘Opening-up’ political direction (Eisen-
man, 2018). Japan became the second largest 
economy in 1978 through trading and indus-
trial aid from the USA, and promptly experi-
enced an economic bubble after the signing of 
Plaza Agreement, which almost destroyed this 
skyscraper (Hayashi 2003, 3-5). The term Glo-
balization was more likely to be defined and 
accepted as Americanization back then. A se-
ries of Asian photography practices, including 
PROVOKE magazine were created aimed at 
the confusion and social alienation generated 
with the radical economic growth and its influ-
ence on people’s lifestyles. Shigeichi Nagano’s 
Workers at 5pm is the best representation of 
Japan in that period: Under Tokyo’s depressing 

Globalization 
and Cultural 
Homogenization 
in Chinese  
Photography 

Wenxuan Qian
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black and white atmosphere, white collar workers, dressed in suit and tie just like normal 
American workers, were waiting for the green light at an intersection. It is difficult to find 
a face that is purely happy and peaceful, as people are rubbing shoulders with indifferent, 
weary and anxious expressions. The picture has a strong tension, releasing a certain strong 
sense of depression, and has become representative, symbolizing complex social reality 
during the period of high growth. Marc Auge depicted the space created by the increasingly 
accelerated globalization as Non-Place in his book published in 1982, Non-Places: Introduc-
tion to an Anthropology of Supermodernity. After his rather brilliant and vivid portrayal of a 
modern French white-collar workers living in Paris, on a cross-country business flight, Auge 
defines the context in which this identity is held,

Another example of the invasion of space by text is the big supermarket. The customer wan-
ders round in silence, reads labels, weighs fruit and vegetables on a machine that gives the 
price along with the weight; then hands his credit card to a young woman as silent as himself 
— anyway, not very chatty — who runs each article past the sensor of a decoding machine 
before checking the validity of the customer’s credit card (Augé 1995, 80-81).

Putting aside the fact that the scenario above was outdated and has been developed 
through iterations, such spaces, defined as non-places, are expanding and deeply influenc-
ing the way we live. Today, in 2022, after several cultural feedbacks, what can be defined as 
non-places are not just highways, transportation cabins and commercial centers mentioned 
in the book, but are gradually eating up every inch of our lives, from social media to new 
housing and entertainment options, these former “weapons of cultural invasion” are be-
coming the new non-places. In these spaces where all identities, memories and histories 
are longer emphasized, the various temporary identities that switch back and forth in these 
non-places no longer have boundaries. With the application of newer concepts such as the 
metaverse, in the foreseeable future, we will become individuals with different labels but 
with the same behavior pattern.

In contrast, the double-edged sword of globalization should not be negated in its entire-
ty. Scholars and critics from all over the world have described in their articles the benefits 
and potential opportunities of the advent of globalization in different dimensions. Klaus 
Schwab, the chairman of world economic forum, pointed a rather positive view in his article 
through the direction of the multi-disciplinary integration that globalization may bring.

Already, artificial intelligence is all around us…from software used to discover new drugs to 
algorithms used to predict our cultural interests…additive manufacturing, materials engi-
neering, and synthetic biology to pioneer a symbiosis between microorganisms, our bodies, 
the products we consume, and even the buildings we inhabit (Schwab, 2016)

From the perspective of human progress, globalization seems to be the glue that holds 
together multiple fields of science and technology, or a catalyst for cooperation between 
multiple fields, this is something that critics who cling to identity and emphasize cultural 
genocide theory have apparently selectively ignored. Moreover, even if it is about to be-
come commonly conclusive, the erosion of globalization on the cultural diversity of remote 
regions and minorities does not seem to be an irrefutable accusation. Wang Yi, professor 
from Harbin Engineering University of China, presented a hypothesis that globalization can 
lead to multicultural integration and the creation of new cultural contexts: 

Culture is not static; it grows out of reverence for selected customs and habits…Culture does 
change in dialogue with changing economic and socio-political circumstances. A culture 
changes with other cultures with which it is brought into contact through commercial or 
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political relations (Wang Yi 2007). 

In fact, when facing the cultural invasion that comes with globalization, people’s accept-
ance of lifestyles and cultures is not entirely passive. The mastery of choice limits homog-
enization to only the surface level of material consumption and does not affect anything 
deeper. Social interactions and the meaning or purpose of life are not touched. Even in the 
multicultural consumption scenario of multiple choices, localized, domesticated lifestyles 
sometimes merge with foreign cultures and create new cultural contexts that feed back into 
the origins of those cultures and may become new international cultures. Just as the Japa-
nese Anime industry began to develop its own style after Disney was introduced to Japan 
in the 1930s, it has now become a cultural industry with an annual valuation of $25 billion 
(Grand View Research, 2021), through the prevalence of countless trending IPs around the 
world. The Korean entertainment Industry, after experiencing the popularity of HipHop and 
R&B music culture from the West, saw K-Pop and ‘idol culture’ being successfully fused and 
have developed overseas markets after 30 years of deep market cultivation. K-Pop has now 
become a music genre that has swept the world and with fan power that absolutely cannot 
be ignored. (K-POP NEWS, 2010). Thus, in the ideal globalization process, imported culture 
enters a new cultural context with international trade and receives localization in that en-
vironment, generating new cultural variants and returning to the place of origin, or even 
becoming a new cultural external port. This model of basic cultural transmission, which is 
not strongly unidirectional, lays a solid foundation for globalization

(…) when the wave of globalization rolls up, the invisible symptoms hidden under the del-
icate surface of cultural intermingling will gradually emerge, and the aftermath caused by 
the seismic effect of cultural homogenization being rapidly implemented in the society will 
inevitably appear in our sight. The social phenomena brought about by globalization, the 
impact on people’s values, will also be spread and intensified by the mass media. The dis-
cussion about these social phenomena, especially in contemporary Chinese photographic 
practice, has become an important development that has taken hold over the past 20 years.

Population Out-Migration

Mu Ge’s Going Home, begun in 2004, is an ongoing, nearly two-decade-long, endeavor to 
recover his memory. A monochrome series that captures the yearning of over a million peo-
ple displaced from their homes along the Yangtze River caused by the construction of the 
six-hundred-foot-tall Three Gorges Dam, completed in the mid-2000s. In the years it took 
to build, the world’s largest hydroelectric dam wrought ecological and societal devastation. 
The dam swelled the Yangtze for three hundred miles upstream, creating an inland reservoir 
that submerged, or prompted the demolition of hundreds of riverside towns and villages 
in the area where Muge grew up. Through photographs of dirt roads, rubble shores, and 
abandoned cities, Muge chronicles a melancholy, spiritual journey in search of a home that 
is no longer there. In the wake of the Three Gorges Dam, Going Home becomes more of a 
wandering than a voyage. The expressions of Muge’s subjects—strangers, families, passen-
gers, and migrant workers—are those of loss and ache, unsure of what the future holds (…)

On one side is demolition, explosion, collapse, mixed with noisy noise and flying dust, and on 
the other side is the familiar country voice and emotion from childhood memories of grow-
ing up. The speechlessness of existence only leaves us to stare at ourselves like a still life in 
silence (Muge, 2009).
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Tourism Economy and Lifestyles

The new-style tourist resorts, which were popular at the end of the last century, are also an 
inescapable topic, and have proliferated as a complementary marketing model for the real 
estate industry, especially in China, where foreign investors have invaded after the Reform 
and Opening- up in 1978. Besides Janus on the Mountain, Zhu Lanqing’s Ten Billion New City 
also drew my attention. In the early 1990s, a developer from Hong Kong decided to develop 
a coastal tourism project. called Ten Billion New Town on Dongshan Island, located in the 
southern border of China. The name “Ten billion” was not an adjective, since the developer 
promised to invest 30 billion yuan over a 15-year period to transform the island into a new 
international metropolis. Hundreds of villas with yachts and entertainment centers are go-
ing up there, attracting wealthy people from outside to visit and spend their money. It was 
a different and unseen world for the locals, and tourism has since become a hot industry on 
the island. However, only two years after its completion of constructions, the Asian financial 
turmoil in 1997 caused a breakdown in the capital chain of Hong Kong developers, coupled 
with the excessive investment and the lack of tourism market, eventually turned the Ten bil-
lion New Town into an unfinished project, and it consequently became a ruin. In this work, 
Zhu Lanqing documents the famous rotten tourist destination of her childhood hometown 
as a returnee. In her creative approach, she points her camera at the ghost town almost as 
if she were shooting a tourist brochure. Only, the original exquisitely designed double-story 
villas have been emptied, the heavily planned streets have been covered with weeds, and the 
small yachts symbolizing the rich class and the lavish décor of the houses have been covered 
with dust and abandoned. Everything here was built with reference to the most typical re-
sorts in the West, and the depressed and decaying scene contrasts strongly with the posters 
of the resorts, which construct a neutral space devouring the whole village, adding a layer 
of introspection to it. It is not difficult to imagine what kind of daily spectacle this resort 
was in its heyday, attracting the rich class from all over the province and even the country to 
spend their holidays here. These wealthy people were the first beneficiaries of Deng Xiaop-
ing’s policy of “letting some people get rich first”. Zhu Lanqing’s summary of the rise and 
fall of the Ten Billion New City successfully illustrates one of China’s early failed attempts 
at globalization, epitomized by the blind and reckless emulation of the homogenized tourist 
approach.
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Today, we live as direct witnesses to unprece-
dented, yet long predicted planetary change. 
The Anthropocene defines our current ep-
och, where humans are understood to be 
agents of geologic change; the most domi-
nant force behind the development of Earth. 
According to some, the West is perhaps the 
most alienated from nature it has ever been. 
The Anthropocentric society can be charac-
terised by its ideological detachment from 
the Earth as the orchestrator of life, instead 
academics of science fervently assign hu-
manity with this responsibility. The concep-
tion of this new term, and the recalibration 
of Earth destinies through it, attempts to 
consider the global impacts of late capital-
ism and the implications this may have for 
the human species. From an ecological per-
spective, the Anthropocene is arguably an 
unhelpful term, identifying dominion over 
the natural world as a feat of human excep-
tionalism. Some would point out this ‘excep-
tionalism’ is marred by the imminent climate 
crisis and the immense scale of socio-politi-
cal and ecological exploitation involved with-
in this dominion. In the West, our relation-
ship to nature has not always been defined 
through its material value to us. Perhaps the 
oldest association between society and na-
ture is through the metaphor of the Mother, 
or nature as the Mother. In response to the 
age of the Anthropocene, I raise the question 
of motherhood – don’t you have a mother? 
Or rather, don’t we all have a mother? 

The discussion of the ‘mother’ in this dis-
sertation refers to the conditions of moth-

Don’t you have 
a mother? 
Callista Low
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erhood, or the political positionality of motherhood, as opposed to the personal mother. 
This includes conceptions of the mother associated with natural forces, specifically the 
Earthmother, or mother nature. ‘Mother (as) Nature’ will set the wider historical contexts 
for the mother as a natural subject, the use of her image as an allegory for nature and vice 
versa. I analyse Western and Non-Western uses of this symbol as an attempt to understand 
the Mother as a transversal form, present in multiple historical and cultural contexts. Fur-
thermore, the historical conflation of the terms and images associated with her undoubted-
ly influences cultural conceptions, and misconceptions, today. This leads to consideration 
of ‘The Death of (Mother) Nature,’ named after Carolyn Merchant’s seminal eco-feminist 
work The Death of Nature. She addresses the patriarchal and Eurocentric ideals which re-
defined women and the Earth during the Scientific Revolution. This section will continue 
the collation of materials which propose that the Anthropocene, and its historical roots, 
are synonymous with the death of nature; the death of the Mother; and exploitation of the 
feminised Earth and maternal body. It is necessary then, to further explore the Anthropo-
cene and the scientific discourse from which it originated. Little time will be given in support 
of the Anthropocene, since this investigation is positioned more to reconsider the Mother 
within this context. Jane Caputi’s work Call Your ‘Mutha’ provides highly influential work in 
accordance with my argument; a radical manifesto for the Earth Mother as a response to 
the Anthropocene. She interweaves a multitude of theory, myth and cultural ideology, dis-
tinguishing the importance of each in revalidating the Mother. I analyse the importance of 
feminist, eco-feminist, and colonial critiques of the Anthropocene. Each carries new poten-
tial that resonates with my argument. Finally, I review how the disparate materials covered 
deconstruct the myths and taboos of the Mother, revaluing her condition of unity and re-
ciprocation, in response to an era characterised by division and exploitation. Perhaps, living 
with the certainty of ecological catastrophe, dominant knowledge systems can attempt to 
reconsider whether it is really us who hold the Earth’s destiny, or has it always been, and will 
it continue to be, the Earth who holds us? As we step closer towards a critical point in the 
global climate crisis, we are required to revalue our own place of origin, our own mother, or 
matrix, so that it continues to attend to us. 

The Death of (Mother) Nature

(…) The Scientific Revolution took place during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
with science becoming an autonomous movement, distinct from philosophy or technology: 
a new view of nature replaced Ancient Greek cosmology (Brush, 2019). According to Carolyn 
Merchant: ‘The metaphor of the Earth as a nurturing mother was gradually to vanish as a 
dominant image as the Scientific Revolution proceeded to mechanise and rationalise world 
view’(1976, 2)

The Earth was no longer viewed as a living organism which embodied the ancestral mother 
and her offspring, rather it was viewed as a machine composed of interchangeable parts 
which could be taken, replaced, and modified (Merchant, p. 193). This idea was projected 
onto the human body, nature, society, and the entire cosmos, to the point that we scarce-
ly question its validity today. The West would gradually come to accept that humans were 
separate from nature (…) The material benefits of dehumanising a once maternal planet 
enabled a new form of order and power over the perceived disorderliness of nature. Order 
and power together would achieve rational control over society and the Earth itself, a system 
which is canonized in commercial capitalism today. This may not have occurred so readily if 
not for the ideological death of Mother Nature, as Merchant proposes, ‘One does not readily 
slay a mother, dig into her entrails for gold or mutilate her body, although commercial min-
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ing would soon require that’ (Merchant, p. 3). (…)

Feminist and eco-feminist theory has argued the Scientific revolution implemented a gen-
dered, racialised practice of categorisation, specifically in relation to the definitions of the 
material world (…)

(…) In 1758 Carolus Linnaeus introduced the term Mammalia into zoological taxonomy, 
which identifies humans as part of the animal category ‘mammals’. In her essay Taxonomy 
for Human Beings, Londa Schiebinger (2000) questions this terminology, which persists to-
day in modern science and is recognized by the International Code of Zoological Nomen-
clature (14). Taxonomy is a science concerned with classification, which also entails a struc-
tural hierarchy between the male authoritative voice doing the classifying and the subject 
who is being classified. Mammalia, meaning ‘of the breast’, fixates upon a female sexual 
organ seen in both humans and non-humans. At the same time, Linnaeus also introduced 
the term ‘homo-sapiens’ (man of wisdom), which distinguishes the difference between hu-
man beings, specifically Man, from other primates. Since the Medieval era, human beings 
were regarded as distinct from animals due to their rationality and consciousness, seen by 
many philosophers as specifically male and lacking in women. Therefore, in his taxonomy 
Linnaeus reasserts that it is a masculine (non-material) characteristic which defines humans 
as ‘intellectual’ beings. In comparison, a female (material) characteristic provides similarity 
to the animal. Schiebinger suggests that at its very core this discipline of taxonomy, defining 
what it means to be human, constructs a gendered inequality, since “When women are put 
closer to animals, they are also placed closer to machines” (Kirkup, 2000, 6). This suggests 
Mothers were redefined as machinic components of the Earth, providing new humans to 
ensure the regular functioning of society. The maternal imagery and literature from this era 
enforce patriarchal ideals of motherhood onto women, their core identity being derived 
from biological reproductive functions. 

This ‘mechanisation’ of nature, and ‘naturalisation’ of women, is reflected in imagery of the 
time. His nurse is the earth, by Michael Maier, Atalanta Fugiens Oppenhein (1618), shows a 
woman whose body is formed as a globe, suckling a child. She is placed next to a goat and 
wolf who also suckle infant children. Maier is understood to have used this imagery to repre-
sent the nourishment of the ‘philosophical child’ (Bilak, 2020) in his text ‘Atlanta Fugeiens’. 
This image communicates existing cultural judgements on maternal behaviours, specifically 
suckling, which would later come to influence the definition ‘Mammalia’. When treated with-
in this historical context, it is clear to see the fixation on the breast as a feature of animality 
in Western philosophic traditions. In this image the children share humanoid bodies and a 
masculine appearance, whereas the woman figure, wolf and goat, share the act of suckling, 
suggesting that the female human and animal breast were interchangeable with one anoth-
er. The social milieu from which Linnaeus would later introduce his taxonomy was there-
fore well established in the West, evoking comparisons between women and animal which 
understood that Man was separate from nature in a way they were not. This also supports 
Merchant’s understandings of how nature had long been conceived as feminine, its femi-
ninity no longer being a positive or neutral connotation but the reason for its devaluation in 
a patriarchal society. In summary, Western philosophers and science would play a large part 
in determining ‘who’ women were and their roles as caretakers to the ‘children of men’(…) 

Experiences of women were neither addressed nor included within Western science and phi-
losophy. In the same way, these experiences are omitted from Anthropocentric discourse. 
The sexualised and racialised Other would not share the ‘power’ to prescribe new planetary 
destinies in the same way as Man (...)
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Conclusion

The mother is a ubiquitous form, associated both with micro-scale phenomenon of human 
kin, and with macro-scale phenomenon, such as Mother Earth. Analyses of historical con-
texts indicates that terms and images associated with her went on to determine ‘who’ she 
is, specifically in Western thought. Arguably, the idealised mother is a stereotype, originated 
from patriarchal discourse, defining women through their biological ability to reproduce 
and raise a child. I have concluded that the Mother is far more than any binary, biological 
parameter or assigned social function: According to the most archaic terms associated with 
her, the Mother was first known on a cosmological scale as Pachamama, Gaia and principally 
the entirety of life itself: Mother Nature was described as “permeated by mind” (Colling-
wood, 1945) in Ancient Greece, and “the very construction of life itself” (Tola, 2018) in the 
indigenous Andes. At once, nature is prescribed with autonomy, a form of intelligence which 
out-scales humanity, and is the form within which ancestral societies would have first en-
countered nature. 

Arguably, the West alienated nature through rejection of the organismic theory and adop-
tion of masculinised machinic theory. Patriarchal society sought to disidentify itself with 
the uncontrolled, bestial, and feminised natural world. As Carolyn Merchant points out, 
the scientific revolution symbolised the cementing of masculine thought as a referential 
framework to predict, control and exploit both the mother ideal and nature. This is evident 
through looking at Linnaeus’ zoological taxonomy, which represents how the perceived hi-
erarchy between nature and culture, female and male, were viewed as ‘factual’ through bio-
logical sex difference, as opposed to constructed according to feminist theory. Schiebinger 
claims that securing the Mother as an animalistic and underdeveloped natural subject, con-
fined to her abilities to birthing ‘Man’s’ children. No longer was the Mother given universal 
scale importance; women were viewed as property, which was the accepted belief during 
Ancient Greece. Western thought succeeded in reconstructing the relationship between 
society and nature, this time emphasising parts of the world to the advantage of a select 
gender and class of people. 

The Anthropocene, as a descendent of Western, Eurocentric paradigms, has always marked 
itself as civilized, cultured and more than human. Through the eco-feminist stance, we have 
understood that nature was recalibrated to fit the progress made by patriarchal society, and 
most importantly, wealthy nations of the West, whose scientists now define this history as 
an exceptional act. Through bringing together these disparate materials, I have discussed, 
a multi-faceted approach, justified in advancing our understanding of the ‘Mother’. Moving 
away from restrictive stereotypes and ending the continuation of the binary structure of 
society, in turn, creating a more diverse and collective future which aims to re-establish the 
innate human condition to be mothered as opposed to exploited.

There is a requirement to reconsider the Mother within an alternative framework, specifical-
ly with awareness of traditional patriarchal and Eurocentric ideals. Discussion of the Mother 
as subversive to the Western tradition is indebted to indigenous ontologies, which show 
attention to diversity, and equilibrium between independent forms. Future research may in-
clude a more in-depth analysis of decolonising the Anthropocene, since Caputi points to the 
sexual exploitation of the Mother as a function of European expansion. Furthermore, work 
needs to be done to include indigenous science as a means for restoring ecological health. 

To return to the question – don’t you have a Mother?- it is hoped these conclusions restore 
a sense of value to the mother, the matrix, that we originated from, function within, and will 
ultimately return to, since exploitation of Earth is intrinsic to exploitation of ourselves. 
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“…our being in the world unfolds in relation 
to temporality, embodiment, and experience, 
phenomena at the intersection of live perfor-
mance and the visual arts.” 

Amelia Jones

Introduction

“I think, therefore I am” (Descartes, 1637). 

One of the earliest theories that includes the 
concept of the body would be Descartes’s 
mind-body dualism, in which Descartes pro-
posed that the nature of being and everything 
in existence, lies within the thinking process 
instead of materialistic constitution. The 
body was isolated from the spiritual world, 
which means it was dispensable. Thus, in-
formation from the outside world should be 
learned by the mind but not by the physical 
sensations received by one’s body. (Bertrand, 
517-518). However, Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
completely denied Descartes’s dualism by 
stating that the body is neither something 
separate from the mind and consciousness, 
nor something objective, instead, the body 
exists in an ambiguous relationship with the 
world, it is beyond existence (Ponty, 126). The 
relationship between the mind and the body 
is inseparable and complementary, however, 
without the body as the subject, the mind 
would lack a subject to be carried. The body 
plays a role as a bridge between the mind and 
the world, so the body as a medium for the 
presentation of different forms of thought is 
in a myriad of forms. This essay is exploring 

The  
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the changing and performing body in relation to the topic of performance art in the West-
ern world and in specific cultural and political environments in China, opening up the possi-
bility of understanding visual art and contemporary art history. 

Chapter One: Historical Background

(…) In 1917, the emergence of conceptual art, notably Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain (Fig.1), 
challenged the traditional notions of art, in which art is regarded as something ready-made, 
well-decorated and finely-exhibited, therefore, inspiring people to rethink the boundaries 
of what could be classified as art. The medium, form and content of artworks are no longer 
restrained so that artists have more freedom to create.

Oskar Schlemmer (1918) has said that: “The new medium of art is a more direct one: the 
human body.” After the end of the Second World War, artists began to change their media 
formats of making art and the art world started to show more interest in “body-related art”, 
which means, the body gradually started to be used as a medium to transmit ideas, just like 
other art materials, such as paintings, sculptures, etc. By the early 1960s, the concept of 
body art began to be widely utilised as a way of defining “being and presence”, reflecting 
and innovating on consciousness of identities through the artists’ own experimentations, 
and by exploring the temporality, the contingency and the uncertainty in a way that was 
distinctly different from traditional forms of art, bringing a new vision to the world (Mc-
Nay, 2015). Performance art derived from the avant-garde art. In Yves Klein’s most famous 
performance artwork Leap into the Void (Fig.2), he captured himself falling freely from a 
building with his arms wide open. Performance art does not follow certain pattern, it can 
be either scripted or extemporaneous, random or well-planned, spontaneous or mimic, live 
streamed or promoted via the media platforms; the artist can be part of the work or stay 
behind the stage. The four key elements of performance art are time, space, action and 
participants (Tate, no date)

Chapter Two: An Open Field

Relational Aesthetics

Relational aesthetics corresponds to artwork that takes the field of human interaction and 
its social context as its theoretical horizon, rather than asserting the possibility in autono-
mous, private symbolic space and forms (Bourriaud, p113). This collaborative form of art aims 
to create aesthetic social relations by creating dialogue, and in some irrational situations, it 
shows the differences and contracts of what were originally hidden in the relationship be-
tween the artist, the artwork and the audience. In other words, the role of the artwork is no 
longer to construct an imaginary and utopian space outside of reality, but to become a way 
of life and a mode of behavior that exists in reality, which means that the artist is constantly 
changing in the contemporary environment that reality provides them. 

The Happening

In 1959, the artist Allan Kaprow introduced the term ‘Happening’ in the title of one of his 
artworks 18 Happenings in 6 Parts, which lasted for 6 days in the Reuben Gallery, New York. 
(fig.3) The happening allows artists to experiment with physical movement, recorded audio 
pieces, written and spoken scripts, and even smell, to become part of their artworks. Kaprow 
(1965) gave a definition to the happening which was “something spontaneously going on, 
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something that just happens to happen”. Kaprow’s intriguing experiment with the relation-
ship between the artists themselves and the audience, leads to the controversial question of 
who is the exhibition for? Happening and relational aesthetics have since become a signifi-
cant part in contemporary art history and are considered an inspiration for the emergence 
of performance art. This means that relational art practices tend to break from the tradi-
tional physical and social spaces represented by galleries and art museums and consider the 
whole dynamic social environment that is alive and interactive. In a word, the goal of most 
relational aesthetic art is to create a social environment where the viewer’s experience of 
the constructed social environment becomes an art. Artists are not only creators but also 
facilitators, and in that case, artworks are the interchange of information between the artist 
and the audience (Bourriaud, p113).

Chapter Three

The Male Body: Tehching Hsieh

In Tehching Hsieh’s One Year Performance (1978-1986), he used his body to be the medi-
um, expressing core concepts of late capitalism which can be summarized as existence and 
surveillance, production and control, discipline and obedience. The first work in the series 
is Cage (Fig.4), in which Hsieh built a wooden cage in his studio in New York and imprisoned 
himself in the cage for one year. During this time, he never talked, read, wrote, listened to 
radio, or watched TV. A few months after coming out of Cage, Hsieh created Outdoor, in 
which he slept on the streets for a year without entering any buildings or shelters, subways, 
trains, cars, planes, ships, caves, tents (...) The only cover he had was a sleeping bag. When 
this kind of imprisonment and homelessness become a seemingly spontaneous choice, the 
artist himself tries to reach the limits of individual will and tolerance. Almost all Hsieh’s works 
responded to the concept of illegality and the lack of social identities. As Hsieh said, “since 
time is going to imprison me, I will consume my life by self-imprisonment; since society and 
the state have deprived me of my identity, I will also deprive myself.” That is why he always 
described himself as a criminal, a vagabond, a betrayer. Combining both Hsieh’s educational 
and life experiences, there is a paradox of ‘lying between’, in which an artist makes work, and 
is also ‘not making art’, yet who is well accepted by the art world and the public, making his 
name and work known through the theme of self-depletion. 

The Female Body: Yoko Ono

In discussing the body-related artwork and artists who experimented with risk in the past 
few decades, women artists have been using their bodies in performance. We are going 
to talk about Yoko Ono’s performance art, she has taken the risk of experimenting with 
performance art in a different and significantly more feminist way than male artists. This 
is perhaps because the issues of pain and bodily harm have very different connotations for 
men and women, but also because the male and female bodies are perceived differently. 
It is not surprising that female artists have found such contradictions and conflicts in their 
exploration of their relationship with the body in performance. The female body conforms 
to a “disciplined body” through social and political pressures- it is the ultimate symbol of 
desire. However, while female-body-perfection is essential to the maintenance of capitalism 
propaganda, to achieve this ideal image, dieting, fitness and surgery has become some of 
the approaches by which women can take responsibility of their bodies (Imogen Ashby, p41). 
In 1964, at the age of 32, Yoko Ono performed her most famous performance artworks Cut 
Piece for the first time. (fig.5) In this performance, Ono sat cross-legged in the middle of the 
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stage with her long hair flowing, dressed in everyday clothes, presenting the image of a typ-
ical Asian housewife, while randomly selected members of the audience were asked to cut 
her clothes to pieces with scissors. Some people cut her sleeves without hesitation, some 
sympathetically avoided showing intimate body parts, some cut just a small corner of her 
dress, while others provocatively cut her underwear right down the middle until finally, she 
had to hold her already shredded underwear with both hands. Yoko Ono once said: “When 
I first performed this piece, my heart was filled with anger. When I recently performed it 
again, my heart was filled with compassion”. Performance art is an important category in 
contemporary art and over time Ono’s work has explored the question of the presence and 
absence of an artist, and the relationship between the artist herself and the public, making 
her work accessible to a wider group. The goal of the feminist movement was not enough if 
it only aimed to increase women’s opportunities to work in society. Ono (1972, p15) indicated 
that we live with the problem of identity that deviates from reality with the aim of achieving 
the socially prescribed ideal image of masculinity and femininity, and through her work, 
Ono seeks to break down the social norms and established settings based on the oppression 
of women’s rights. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, performance art does not usually end with a long-term goal in mind, which 
means it does not always have a clear purpose or desired outcome. The process of perform-
ing and the action of art are art itself. The viewer is attracted to it because they find a real 
and clear individual in the re-enactment of the performing process. The specificity of per-
formance art lies in the use of the body as a medium, which naturally belongs to the public 
sphere and public part of a cultural community, and the fact that performance art nec-
essarily exists in the form of audience participations and interactions. Therefore, through 
different expressive approaches, performance art must firstly respect the body within dif-
ferent cultural perceptions, decreasing the audience’s cultural conflicts toward the body 
and action, and turn the body into an artistic symbol, as a better medium to achieve public 
communication and understanding.
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Aesthetic Labour:

Derived from the Greek word ‘aistheta’, 
meaning things perceptible to the senses, 
aesthetics was once a term referring to the 
nature of sensory experience, and became 
related to questions of whether beauty had 
moral qualities. The story of ‘aesthetics’ in 
European culture was unsurprisingly writ-
ten by white men in academies of so-called 
‘enlightenment’ philosophy. Beauty was 
deemed conversant with nature, and as the 
passive analogue of nature, woman epito-
mised the beautiful. A cursory online search 
for ‘aesthetic’ today, indicates that the term 
has become more particular to contempo-
rary forms of hetero-capitalist value that 
characterize the beauty industry. ‘Aesthetic’ 
has become a by-word for surgical proce-
dures, conforming to ideals that some un-
derstand to be the effects of a male gaze. 
These internalized effects are given external 
form by subjection to ‘corrective’ surgery, or 
‘going under the knife.’ This expression, like 
the processes it describes, has a curious res-
onance with Walter Benjamin’s metaphor of 
the camera operator as surgeon, penetrating 
the very tissue of matter, cautiously mov-
ing hands among a subject’s internal organs 
(Benjamin 2006, 263). Writing in 1939, Benja-
min could hardly imagine the prescient liter-
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alism with which he described the future relation between subject and camera. In a time of 
influencers and the attention economy, images become templates for bodies, engineered 
according to corporate image filters. ‘Aesthetic’ then, is a term that has shaped certain dis-
courses around sensory experience, and now shapes the sensory qualities of ‘woman’ ac-
cording to the desires of the hetero-capitalist consumer: she is the mutable, plastic element 
par excellence. 

In their analysis of online influencers, Drenten et al (2019) describe a realm of ‘aesthetic la-
bour’ emerging from forms of emotional work, typically associated with women. Aesthetic 
labour is described as a performance in which bodies are displayed, controlled, and recruit-
ed as commodified assets that reproduce racialised, gendered, and class-based inequalities 
(ibid 44). Both emotional and aesthetic labour are said to belong to a broader category of 
‘sexualised labour.’ Here, the performance of sexiness is considered a valuable means of 
gaining attention where attention is a scarce commodity. Influencers, most of whom are 
young women (‘girls’), may subsequently be solicited by brands to sexualize their products. 
The coercive strategies once associated with passive-aggressive husbands, is now a form of 
mainstream corporate coercion. Sexualised displays appeal to a wide audience. Comments 
made on influencer threads range from misogynistic threat, to affirmative admiration- not 
necessarily mutually exclusive. Indeed, turning the male gaze into a form of currency for 
those subjected to it, is considered empowerment from that same gaze. As two teenagers 
put it to me recently: ‘it’s not what misogyny can do to you; but what it can do for you!”

Whose Gaze?

In 1975, Laura Mulvey explored cinema as the ‘illusion of looking in on a private world’ (1998, 
806). Gazing at the screen is related to Jacques Lacan’s ‘misrecognition’ of the self, describ-
ing the moment when an infant misrecognises its mirror image as a stable, unified subject. 
This imaginary subject must be supplemented and sustained through symbolic structures 
such as language. The cinematic screen offers similar opportunities for misidentification 
and subject formation. In Mulvey’s account, woman as image connotes ‘to-be-looked-at-
ness,’ predominantly as a sexualised object. In contrast, man is the bearer of both ‘the look’ 
and the narrative (ibid 808). Heterosexual labour is thus divided into active (male) and pas-
sive (female) roles (ibid 810). In typical hetero-narrative, and in accordance with ancient Eu-
ropean patriarchal alliance, women become forms of property, usually via romantic entan-
glement, and are ‘tamed,’ either by becoming over-valued fetish objects, or being subject to 
violent reform and control (ibid 811-12). 

The male gaze has long been untethered from its explanatory framework and is broadly 
understood as a defining condition of society at large. In reality, the tenets of the male 
gaze could never do anything but reproduce the binary logic that it claimed to be actively 
opposing: stabilizing singular iterations of the ‘male’ and ‘female’ fictions it described. As 
Judith Butler reminds us, ‘gender’ can never be settled through representation alone: ‘(…) 
perhaps, paradoxically, representation will be shown to make sense of feminism only when 
the subject of woman is nowhere presumed’ (1990, 8). 

At present, the objectified subject and the bearer of the gaze this subject presupposes, are 
everywhere presumed, even as tired clichés of a previous age. Nowhere do these presumed 
subjects appear so vividly as within the field of digital relations. Today, the gendered con-
cept, not of women, but of ‘girls,’ return the male gaze with potent force. As agents of their 
own objectification, ‘girls’ are arguably no longer passive objects of a ‘male gaze’. In active-
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ly seeking objectification, the passivity of this gaze is recuperated as liberation from it, as 
well as from the system that structures it. Some authors go so far as to make claims for ‘a 
female gaze’. Yet such efforts often show themselves to be fetishistic semi-reversals that 
reconstitute foundational myths of gender normativity. Suggestions that a ‘female gaze’ 
operates in the objectification of women by other women, and has emancipatory potential 
can seem illogical. As though, to objectify women as woman is qualitatively different from 
objectifying women as someone who identifies otherwise. Arguably, attempts to construct 
a counter-objectifying gaze can only further reduce ‘seeing’ to casual violence, conferring 
power upon the viewer. We might better describe the network of gazes in digital systems as 
a ‘hetero-capitalist matrix,’ which relies upon neoliberal understandings of value, in particu-
lar, monetization; casino finance; unequal access to resources; and a lack of collective action 
(Amadae 2015, 7). 

Machine:

For Silvia Federici, the nineteenth century transformed women’s bodies into machines for 
the reproduction of the labour force (2014). Today, hetero-capitalist instantiations of ‘girls,’ 
constitute a different sort of post-industrial machine than that which Federici imagined. A 
vast digital apparatus has engulfed the space of the commons, creating novel forms of ‘pro-
sumption,’ whereby production and consumption become indistinguishable.

Meanwhile, the highly gendered concept of ‘girls,’ rehearses age-old relations between 
beauty and youth, as well as the pedophilic taboo of mature patriarchy and infantilized ob-
jects of desire. 

The experience of the self, mediated by digital devices is characterized by constant compar-
ison with others: a battle for attention on social platforms designed to encourage compul-
sion through primitive reward systems (‘likes’, ‘shares’, ‘views’). In this sense, capitalism has 
increasingly become the ‘production of compulsion,’ an ‘auto-magic’, lubricated by “a little 
dopamine hit…” of peer approval and shared content (Zuboff 2019, 451). This is augmented 
by the intuitive design of the smartphone, its black mirror touchscreen appended to our 
bodies which complete the electronic circuit.

Narcosis:

The addictive behavior that social media instigates was pioneered and perfected in the 
gaming industry, where addiction was the guarantee of infinite profit, creating ‘closed loops 
of obsession and compulsion’ (Zuboff 2019, 449-450). Our word addiction, stems from ad-
dictio, a Latin juridical term, in which a debtor was made the slave of their creditor, until the 
debt was paid (Rosenthal and Faris 2019). In a period defined by debt, we are consensually 
enslaved to our creditors and forced to adapt accordingly. The term ‘addiction’ now refers 
to issues of impulse control in a world where the injunction to be impulsive is built into every 
node and nudge of the online market. 

Natasha Dow Schüll’s (2012) study of machine gambling gives clues to the compulsive na-
ture of mature capitalist technologies. Gambling addicts do not seek money, she claims, 
but simply to continue play. Theirs is less a confrontation with chance, than an aspiration to 
‘gain exit from the self’ (ibid 13). A desire to be played by the machine, to find ‘the machine 
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zone’ where nothing else matters (ibid 2). Zuboff warns that our equally addictive digital 
devices and their ‘social’ media are narcotic prescriptions, designed to induce resignation 
(2019, 516).

The term narcissism has the same root as narcosis, from narke, or ‘numbness’. Could it be 
that we have misunderstood the myth of Narcissus? Perhaps it is not self-love, but the self-
loss that comes with misrecognizing one’s image as another that Narcissus finds so compel-
ling. What if the qualities associated with today’s aesthetic performances are not the results 
of a vain wish to achieve an impossible ideal? Just as the gambler does not seek money, 
or even to win, but only to forget themself: to become conterminous with a machine. To 
achieve numbness, narcosis, an emptying out of affect. Like the bodybuilder, clad in an ar-
mature of muscle in order to avoid any sensation but power.

Perhaps the ‘narco-aesthetic’, associated with Mexican Narcoculture, is helpful here. Em-
bodying ‘aesthetic labour’, the narco-aesthetic body now defines the entire system. A 
neo-colonial bricolage; a ‘cut and paste’ fetish comprised of various geo-locatable attrib-
utes, crudely stitched together through surgical procedures. Narco’s pay for young women 
to undergo such surgery, offering them ‘protection’ from the violent mafia that they also 
represent. Notable too, is the fact that the feigning of emotional and sexual elation for 
money can have a narcotic effect that reproduces signs of physical excitement in workers 
(Gonzalez and Troyan 2016). This determines another closed loop, in which one’s own aban-
donment to systemic power structures is, itself, a drug that masks a subject’s vulnerability to 
exploitation. An elision of all affect beyond compulsion and the rush of hedonistic self-era-
sure. 

Schüll notes that as machines become better at responding to input and output, their ‘us-
ers’ increasingly collude in their own extinction (2012, 181). Today’s aesthetic preoccupations 
may be little more than acknowledgement of an epoch ending, where distinctions between 
passivity and action can no longer be discerned. 
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Situated within public space in the urban en-
vironment, this Foucaudian analysis critically 
examines the institutionalised control over 
women and their bodies within our patriar-
chal society. How their bodies move through 
the city, how they are timetabled, and how 
surveillance, heralded for safety, is used in-
stead for the male gaze and voyeuristic en-
joyment.

Michel Foucault’s genealogical approach 
to power and power/knowledge relations 
in his book “Discipline and Punish” are an-
alysed and applied throughout, to expose 
what power relations exist in the city and 
how these systems continue to negatively 
impact women’s lives. Foucault’s metaphor 
of the ‘panopticon’ for use in surveillance is 
employed to reveal how deeply embedded 
male privilege and entitlement is and to what 
lengths this right to authority will go to keep 
control of it. It is then applied to the work of 
Mishka Henner, a documentary photogra-
pher whose work is problematic in regard to 
women’s safety in the public domain and in 
contrast through her project ‘Evidence Lock-
er,’ Jill Magid clearly exposes the limitations 
of CCTV and how women can never escape 
men’s voyeuristic gaze.

In an interview, Foucault explains that pow-
er is everywhere; it operates without a sin-
gle centre, ‘In thinking of the mechanisms 
of power, I am thinking rather of its capillary 
form of existence, the point where pow-
er reaches into the very grain of individuals 
touches their bodies and inserts itself into 

Women’s space  

in the city 
Isabella Scott
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their actions and attitudes, their discourses, learning processes, and everyday lives.’ (Fou-
cault n.d.). Foucault used the Panopticon design as a metaphor, a way of thinking about 
surveillance and exposing how society operates (…)‘The major effect of the Panopticon: to 
induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automat-
ic functioning of power’ (Foucault 1995, 201). The beauty of this system was that the pris-
oners also surveilled each other. This way, the tactics of power were such that the prisoners 
enforced the norms and expectations of the prison against each other while continuing to 
obey and comply.

This concept which Foucault describes as dominant supervision can help us better under-
stand contemporary surveillance society, which is visible in the city via CCTV cameras. The 
hierarchical power structure of the gazer and the subject of the gaze are included in the 
“look” of these systems. Laura Mulvey builds on Foucault’s concept of the “gaze” by estab-
lishing the notion of the “male gaze”. This form of observation describes the act of scopo-
philia — deriving voyeuristic pleasure from watching people. This sexualised manner of gaz-
ing empowers men while objectifying women. This is exemplified through Mishka Henner’s 
photographs, which represent defenceless women by the side of roads and are deeply prob-
lematic regarding women’s safety in the public sphere.

In his series No Man’s Land (2011-2013), Mishka Henner visited DoxySpotting.com a website 
where cis-gendered men gather, post, and archive photographs of women from Google 
Street View that they “supposedly” claim to be prostitutes. For the project, Henner used 
their findings to participate in the “hunt” for the locations of female sex workers in regions 
of Southern France, Spain and Italy. He then metaphorically went to these sites through the 
privacy of his personal computer via Google Street View’s camera, where he then appropri-
ated the imagery. The photographs depict women often alone or in groups of two or three, 
exposed and vulnerable, waiting on the side of the road. Through the location that these 
women are found, they would typically be classed as being lower class citizens, ‘The prosti-
tutes’ marginal socio-economic status is cleverly signified by their position in the landscape: 
on the edge of the road, on the edge of the city and on the edge of society’ (Bohr, 2012) [fig.1 
and 2].

Henner’s project is an example of a problematic male depiction of women in public space 
evidenced through the assumption that the women are sex workers. Henner has no proof of 
this other than the claims made by the men on DoxySpotting.com. By photographing wom-
en in this context, Henner states that the women’s location signals that they are purely there 
for the male gaze and thus available for sex. In her essay ‘Monitoring the Margins: Street 
Views of Sex Workers’, Louise Wolthers supports this statement explaining that Henner is 
expressing ‘visual accessibility signals [and] sexual availability through the photographs.’ 
(Wolthers, 2016). This message is then taken on and applied by men when they see a wom-
an alone on the streets in the city. As a cis-gendered, straight, white man hiding behind a 
computer screen, this project re-enforces a number of power imbalances. The women are 
unable to account for themselves as Henner does not obtain their consent to use their pro-
files, a crucial rule for a ‘documentary photographer’ (as Henner claims to be), and they are 
unaware of the photographer’s presence, meaning they are not given the opportunity to 
move out of the shot (…)

American artist, Jill Magid, also uses a form of state observation in her project ‘Evidence 
Locker’ through the employment of CCTV cameras. She utilises the tactic of seduction to 
lure these power systems into cooperating with her. Through this, she is able to expose the 
voyeuristic nature of the male gaze and the intricate problems associated with living as a 
woman in a society that is constantly under the watchful masculine eye.Liverpool’s Citywide 
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CCTV system retains footage for a maximum of 31 days, after which it is eradicated from 
the system, unless the police decide to transport a clip to an evidence locker or a member 
of the public submits a ‘Subject Access Request Form.’ The police are then obliged by law 
to search the database and transfer the requested footage into a locker for seven years. In 
2004, Magid spent 31 days in the city of Liverpool, where she compiled 31 ‘love letters to the 
observer’ (pop tech, 2015), describing her actions, thoughts and feelings. She then posted 
them to the city’s police department along with a headshot of herself and a £10 note. 

‘Evidence Locker’ takes the form of a website consisting of written text by the artist and 
video footage. The spectator is given the opportunity to participate in the project by signing 
up to the website, where they will receive 31 emails equal to the 31 days of the trip. They are 
given the option of receiving these emails over 31 minutes, or across 31 days. The emails con-
sist of ‘love letter’ communications between Magid and the City’s Surveillance watchmen 
(Merseyside Police and Liverpool City council), whom she managed to seduce through her 
messages and form a close association with during her visit. These policemen were respon-
sible for operating the Liverpool citywide surveillance system, which was the largest system 
in England at the time of the project. Magid’s Evidence Locker contains videos depicting her 
walking, sitting and standing in different locations throughout Liverpool [fig.3.].

The viewer’s involvement with Magid’s project is accompanied by a particular expression 
of internal visual pleasure. Johnathan Finn emphasises his voyeuristic delight while view-
ing Magid. Compared to the CCTV operators, he claims that his ‘interaction was far more 
private and extensive’ (Finn, 2012, p.11). This was due to the fact that he could watch at any 
moment from the comfort of his own home using his personal computer. He goes on to say 
that his documentation of Magid and her movements through Liverpool ‘quickly became a 
pleasurable task in its own right’ (Finn, 2012, p.11). This shows Magid disclosing the voyeuris-
tic act of intimate observing, lending the endeavour an erotic tone. Finn claims that his de-
light in viewing Magid at any time displays the visual pleasure implicit in surveillance systems 
like CCTV. The CCTV operator who works with Magid freely admits to being enthralled by 
watching her, in the same way, that Finn confesses his captivation of peering inside his ‘fab-
ricated review suite’ (Finn, 2012, p.12). The spectator’s involvement with her project, as well 
as Finn’s, highlight the public nature of surveillance and a peculiar yearning to observe and 
be seen.

The government heralds CCTV as a highly successful system in preventing crime, and thus it 
is proclaimed necessity in public space to ensure citizen safety on the streets. Both projects 
expose that this is not the case. Magid portrays this through her videos, in which she walks 
through crowds wearing a bright red leather trench coat [fig.3] to make herself more visible 
to CCTV operators. Magid decided to close her eyes in one video entitled ‘Trust’ and asked 
the police to escort her through the streets via a microphone in her ear. After the perfor-
mance was over, the police confessed to the artist that they felt apprehensive when observ-
ing her through their screens as they would not have been able to keep her safe if something 
had happened. She states, “What I loved about that is they saw the fault in their own system. 
It’s one-way. They couldn’t help me” (Bidoun, n.d.). This emphasises that the only beneficial 
aspect of a CCTV system is that it may prove someone’s whereabouts. Yet, it is ineffective 
in aiding investigations in most circumstances.

(…) Although Google maps are not necessarily classed as a CCTV system, the same form of 
surveillance power is applied. This is reinforced through the erasure of people’s identities. 
Despite the fact that Google Street view has blurred out the faces of most of the women in 
Henner’s photographs, it has been proven that it is still possible to identify them and their 
locations. The photographer reinforces this through the titles of the photos, where he pub-
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lishes the women’s specific whereabouts accentuating their vulnerability and reinforcing 
the suggestion that they have no right to be in these spaces unless they are willing to accept 
the consequences of sexual exploitation. Despite the fact that Mishka Henner’s work was 
not situated in the city, the problematic messages that the project conveyed and that were 
deemed acceptable could be used by men in a city setting. This entails approaching women 
on the side of the road in the mistaken belief that their location indicates their sexual avail-
ability.

In conclusion, Michel Foucault’s relationship with discipline and power is played out through 
the critical watching and directing of bodies and the knowledge and manipulation of human 
behaviour. In relation to the city, it refers to a male-identified, androcentric, and hegemonic 
controlled space.

As a woman in her 20’s who moved to the city for university, I’ve encountered various forms 
of male power and control on a personal level. Men frequently approach me, harass me on 
public transport and will try anything to engage me in conversation. I do not know how to 
react to this. I live with the fear that if I offend them, it may tip them over into a form of 
aggression. Every time I want to meet up with friends in the evening, I think about what I’m 
wearing so that I can run if necessary, and I map out my route home ahead of time. ‘Get 
home safe’ is a term my girlfriends and I use as we question whether tonight is the night 
that we will not make it home safely. Women’s subjugation in our cities is not an ‘individual 
problem’ or a ‘women’s problem’. It is a problem that affects everyone. It is a ‘global issue’ 
that can only be solved if everyone is involved.We cannot do it on our own. Men must join 
forces with women. Consider what we could accomplish if we worked together.
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“I need to heal myself

But the world wants

something fucking else

Something mindless,

something I am not

I’m not the violent son

cruel unloving one

abusive cold and numb

I am the kind son

gentle loving one

feeling my peace

come undone

by the violent hate

abusive state

on repeat

Crisis of  
masculinity  
in Western  
Culture

Melina  

Lautenschlaeger

endlessly

in your

society

Devoid of vulnerability,

destroyed by your masculinity

so will you lend me a hand

to break and change

what it means to be a man to

love,

cry,

forgive,

try to heal inside

May I be I?”

 
 
(FREE, 2017)
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For several decades, there has been much focus on feminism and the negative effects men 
have on women. I have spent years educating myself on feminism, in order to understand 
myself and the space I take up in the world. The reason I am interested in masculinity is 
because I realise that connecting with myself does not solely work through feminism or crit-
icising masculinity through feminist perspectives. Masculinity has to be examined critically 
as a whole. 

As the Greeks demonstrate, masculinity has been in focus through body concepts for cen-
turies (…) The adult male body was the ideal- everything and everyone was measured against 
this ideal. Even though a male body was only possibly considered ideal once adult, boys from 
a young age were already expected to display certain characteristics of adult men and were 
raised with the idea of potentially becoming the ideal when they were older. (…)

Male identity is shown to be fractured, fragile and truncated. Men are trained to be rational 
and violent and to shut out whole areas of existence and feeling. Many stereotypes imprison 
men - particularly machismo, which is shown to be deeply masochistic and self-destructive. 
(Horrocks, 1994)

A view that can be found in numerous male writings is the assumption that new wave fem-
inism has produced a crisis of masculinity. However, Horrocks explains how writers, artists, 
and philosophers have considered manhood problematic in nature for a long time, and in an 
unconscious way. Nevertheless, he is also sure that one reason for a masculine crisis might 
be feminism. Ever since the 1960s, feminism has explored gender, sexuality and personality. 
Feminism has indeed mainly been concerned with the analysis of patriarchal society and the 
male subjugation of women. Within the conversations of female oppression and liberation, 
the analysis of men and masculinity lies subordinate. In a conscious way, what exactly has 
feminism done that could have put masculinity in a crisis? 

When looking at sociology and politics, one fact that becomes obvious is that one of the 
main focuses of feminism is to demonstrate male domination in workplaces or the academ-
ic world. Feminism has also introduced personal issues and feelings into the conversation, 
which has caused an increase in the number of confessional books written by men. Fem-
inism may even have attempted to deconstruct conventional spirituality. While men have 
also attempted the same, there are signs that contemporary attempts at developing a new 
spirituality has been mainly an activity by women. (…)

Feminism is not the reason why masculinity is in crisis, although it has started to force male 
issues into consciousness, issues that have been around over time. Patriarchal masculinity 
is what breaks men, whether they accept it or not. But what is patriarchal masculinity and 
where does it come from? Patriarchy is a set of systems in which men hold power. It is built 
on a foundation following one principle: the weak dominate the strong. Being emotion-
al or showing you are hurt is weak and weakness is an undesirable attribute in patriarchal 
societies. An important part of patriarchal masculinity is power, and this power expresses 
itself with control. Men are either being controlled or are the ones controlling. “We men are 
formed and broken by our own power.” (Horrocks, 1994)

In the statistics of the Men’s Health Forum  from June 2016, we find information that three 
out of four suicides are by men. Suicide is the biggest cause of death in men under 35 and 
the single most common cause of death in men under 45. In 2020, 751% of suicides in the 
UK were committed by men. This is not because feminists are attempting to break down 
patriarchy, it is because we live in a patriarchal society that for decades encouraged men to 
be ‘strong’ and not show any aspects of vulnerability (…)
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Tea and Sympathy (1956) directed by Vincente Minnelli is based on the 1953 play by Rob-
ert Andersson following the protagonist, Tom Lee, who does not fit into the typical image 
of masculinity (…) It is certainly about homosexuality, questioning masculinity as a social 
construct. It is a film about ‘curing’ homosexuality and the signs of effeminacy. Often, Tea 
and Sympathy is misunderstood as a homosexual film, but undoubtedly it is a film about 
homosexual accusation, effeminacy and vulnerability. Every character in the film constantly 
preaches what masculinity and manliness are, but the only person who seems to under-
stand the meaning of masculinity is Laura: “manliness is not all swagger and swearing and 
mountain climbing, manliness is also tenderness and gentleness and consideration” (Min-
nelli 1956).

A great look at homosexuality on the screen is provided in The Celluloid Closet (1995), di-
rected by Rob Epstein and Jeffrey Friedman. It debates how, in more than 100 years of cin-
ema, homosexuality on the screen used to be either something to laugh at, to pity, or to 
fear (…) In 50s America, masculinity dominated all, and men had to watch their every step 
because appearing or seeming gay was just as bad as being gay. The expression of homo-
sexuality in movies was rather indirect, which was similar to expressing homosexuality in 
real life, “We could only express ourselves indirectly, just as people on the screen could only 
express themselves indirectly” (Dyer, 1995). The world becoming more aware of homosex-
uality turned male- to- male affection into an incriminating act, where a kiss became an 
assault or an ugly accusation (…)

The ideal image of masculinity throughout cinema history appears within every genre, but 
no other genre has represented the masculine concept as much as the mob genre. Driven 
by power, reputation, sex and violence, mob movies like The Godfather (1972) or Goodfellas 
(1990) offer the perfect male escapism (…) Premiered in 1999, The Sopranos, is an American 
crime drama following Tony Soprano, wrestling his life of being a father, husband, and mob 
boss. It is regarded as one of the greatest series of all time, focusing on fragile masculinity 
throughout the show (…) Life within the mafia is dominated by men, masculine men, and 
Tony fully embraces the importance of masculinity. Throughout the whole series, we watch 
Tony fight with his identity and masculinity. Constantly, he feels driven to prove toughness 
to everyone around him through violence and aggression, but inside he is a weak male who 
struggles with his mental health. “I got the world by the balls, and I can’t stop feeling like I’m 
a fucking loser” (The Sopranos, 1999).

(…) In 2015, the term ‘Softboy’ was coined by writer Alan Hanson in his article Have You 
Encountered the Softboy? - He has some art to show you. Often the term describes the 
opposite of the slang term ‘Fuckboy,’ but originally, Hanson described the Softboy as some-
one who actively distances themself from typical masculine traits, only to gain attention 
from women. This concept has been redefined and tied to celebrities, the ‘Softboy’ is not 
a ‘Fuckboy’ anymore. ‘Softboys’ now are men with good intentions, who are aware of their 
emotions and also understand them. But it is not just a behaviour, the ‘Softboy’ also has a 
look that distances itself from stereotypical masculine traits. Acceptance of the ‘Softboy’ 
behaviour and look is not only refreshing, but it also has benefits, for example tackling toxic 
masculinity (…)

(…) Someone who most likely gained the most attention for his “particular” style is Harry 
Styles (Robertson, 2021) (…) In 2020 within music and fashion, all eyes were on him after 
Vogue Magazine released their new issue with Styles on the cover. Not only has this gained 
great attention as Styles happens to be the first man to ever appear solo on Vogue’s cover, 
but it also created conversation as he was photographed wearing a Gucci dress. In general, 
Styles is often praised as “revolutionary” and called “ the face of a new era” for his style 
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choices, which constantly push gender boundaries and provoke the stereotypical image of 
masculinity (Rodgers, 2020). But Styles has also been, rightfully, criticised by many peo-
ple in the industry and all over social media. Actor Billy Porter, who appeared on the red 
carpet dressed in a black tuxedo gown in 2019, criticised Vogue’s choice saying “This is my 
life. I had to fight my entire life to get to the place where I could wear a dress to the Oscars 
and not be gunned now. All he has to do is be white and straight” (Porter, 2020). Whilst 
Style’s gender-fluid appearance on Vogue’s cover is important, it is “not new or radical” says 
Fenella Hitchcock, lecturer at London College of Fashion (Hitchcock, 2020). “It just reflects 
the shifts in conversations surrounding masculinity that have been happening for a while” 
(Hitchcock, 2020).

(…) At this point, I want to refer back to the lyrics of May I Be I, which I introduced this dis-
sertation with: “Devoid of vulnerability. Destroyed by your masculinity. So will you lend me 
a hand, to break and change, what it means to be a man to love, cry, try to heal inside, May 
I Be I?” (Free, 2017) We know what men struggle with, probably more than they even know 
themselves. That’s why we have to lend them our hands and show them what they can be, 
instead of criticising what they are not. 

To answer the core question, I have given evidence to confirm that masculinity is in a deep 
crisis, yet I feel like I cannot fully agree with this statement. I don’t think masculinity is in a 
crisis, I think patriarchal masculinity is a crisis.
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(…) This text is about examining how we can 
look at and analyse art made by artists that 
is seen as immoral by today’s standards. To 
do this, however, what morality is needs to be 
understood. When speaking on the notion 
of morality, this text refers to the distinc-
tion between right and wrong. However, this 
does not tend to be black and white, with the 
spectrum between right and wrong being 
a murky grey. Our concept of morality has 
gone through a transitional shift in a short 
space of time, due to new movements such 
as Me Too and the creation of ‘cancel culture’. 
The phrase ‘MeToo’ was neologised in 2006 
by Tarana Burke, who spoke up about sexual 
abuse. However, the movement found inter-
net fame after actress Alyssia Milano spoke 
up about her abuse from now-disgraced film 
producer Harvey Weinstein. Cancel culture 
is a form of ostracization where the masses, 
usually via social media, decide to take away 
someone’s public platform due to their ac-
tions. The concept of separating the art from 
the artist is an idea that is not new, but has 
appeared recently in mainstream media be-
cause of the MeToo movement and cancel 
culture. These two movements reset the cul-
tural thinking on the idea of separating the 
art from the artist, whereby a viewer con-

Why are we still 
tolerating good art 

by bad men?
Freya Singh
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sumes art independently of who the artist is, or what they may have done previously.

Can we separate art from the artist? The question itself may seem simple. Nevertheless, it is 
something that many scholars have grappled with for years. The concept has been spoken 
about recently in mainstream media after musical artists such as Michael Jackson and R. 
Kelly had their reprehensible misdeeds uncovered. In short, separating art from the artist 
means that the art and the context in which it was made are divided. It allows the art to stand 
on its own without influence from the artist’s background, including any immoral behaviour. 
It allows the art viewer to see it for what it is, just the art. However, having the art separated 
from any contextual background can get controversial for an artist who has done some-
thing immoral, whether illegal or legal. It brings into question how much influence context 
and history should have on people that consume art, as some may argue that “it’s not the 
morality of artists that we admire. We admire them for their talent” (Logue, 2021). However, 
should their morality be ignored?

The context behind a piece of art can significantly influence how we perceive and analyse 
the work, including how we look at aesthetic values. If we separate art from the artist, we 
lose all the artist’s intention for making a specific piece. Artists that create work about their 
lives, such as Eric Gill and Pablo Picasso, are inviting the viewer into their world. Therefore, it 
could be argued that separating the art from the artist is wrong. By doing so, we are ignor-
ing the artist’s intentions regarding why they created the work and how the artist wanted us 
to view the works: ‘People who live their art are inviting judgments on their character and 
their art together, as they make no separation between the two’ (Wills and Holt, 2017). The 
resurgence of separating the artist from their art comes from a shift in how we look at and 
analyse past behaviours. Perhaps there is an argument to be made that society is cracking 
down on people who commit social or illegal wrongdoing, as occurs in cancel culture and 
some broader social discussions. One of these social discussions happened on the BBC’s 
Radio 4 program The Moral Maze (2019), in ‘The Morality of the Artist and the Art’ where the 
chair, Michael Buerk and guests, discuss the morality of the artist (…).

If separating the art from the artist is not the right idea, what do we do with all the art pro-
duced out of scandalous acts? The question of censorship, protesting and boycotting art 
tends to come up when speaking about separating the art from the artist. Censorship is, by 
all counts, an act of suppression. Whether it be the suppression of speech, literature, film or 
art, there tends to be always some justification for it, even if it is wrong. When speaking on 
morals within any form of art, the question of censorship has always been discussed. That 
question being, is censorship necessary in some immoral cases?

Moreover, what would be the most beneficial way to deal with art that could cause harm. 
When questioning the use of censorship, one must consider the consequences of its use. 
Unlike boycotting, where it is down to the individual to censor themselves, censorship is 
usually taken on by an institution. In the case of this text, it is by artistic institutions. Artistic 
intuitions play an essential role in the life of an artist. They hold much power when it comes 
to public perception of artists. In recent years, however, it has become more common for art 
institutions to be controlled by outside public opinion regarding controversial artists. “Once 
we start removing paintings from walls, where do we stop?” (Thompson, 2019).

It is becoming more of a common practice that artistic institutions are taking steps to be-
come more ‘woke’ due to public outcry. The outcome in some cases has been positive, with 
institutions looking into ways that they can keep work by problematic artists. One way is 
to put on exhibitions without ignoring the fact that the artist has an immoral past. Whilst 
it seems like an obvious answer to this problem, not all museums have taken this approach. 
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The Tate still tends to shy away from providing context to work by problematic artists such 
as Carl Andre, famed for allegedly murdering his wife. An interesting approach to curating 
an exhibition is that of the 2017 exhibition at the Ditchling Museum of Art and Craft. The 
curators decided not to ignore the problematic behaviour of the artist, Eric Gill, who is now a 
known child abuser. Instead, they embraced it, displaying all the information they had avail-
able to them and making visitors aware of what they would be walking into. This alternative 
way of presenting work by problematic artists cuts out the need for censorship.

However, people may argue that it is either not enough, or present the argument that: 

“There are all kinds of creative people who are brilliant and original and enigmatic and ca-
pable of treating others with respect. There is no scarcity of creative genius, and that is the 
artistic work we can and should turn to instead” (Gay, 2018).

Are we becoming too morally and politically correct? Cancel culture might have been born 
from something good with the premise to call out bad behaviour from those that have the 
power to influence us. Now, however, it could be argued that it has gone too far and has the 
potential to affect the art that may be argued to be morally inoffensive. One reason we have 
allowed morality to spiral is the sense of self-gratification we get from being morally out-
raged. To ‘cancel’ someone or call out their immoral behaviour gives us a sense of moral su-
periority. C. Thí Nguyen and Bekka Williams conceived the concept of moral outrage porn, 
which ‘(…) invites its users to seek simplified moral representations of the world, and to 
simplify their own moral beliefs in order to maximise the gratifications of outrage’ (Nguyen 
and Williams, 2020).

The idea of moral outrage porn is that we purposefully engage with the morally egregious, 
to serve ourselves, enriching a gratifying feeling of moral superiority which, like cancel cul-
ture, provides the same feeling of self-gratification: ‘boycotting these artists, like compost-
ing food scraps, might feel good … but neither is going to resolve issues that need collec-
tive, structural solutions’ (Thompson, 2021). Indeed, not all moral outrage is a lousy thought. 
Especially when it comes to the art world that has notoriously favoured the white man. Are 
we not allowed to feel good now that we have the freedom and platform to call out their 
wrongdoings?

How we cancel certain people and events is also essential. It could be argued that when in-
stitutions cancel shows due to public outcry, they are just morally showboating. That they, 
too, are getting gratification from cancelling exhibitions in the form of good PR: ‘Those with 
power inside institutions love splashy progressive gestures…because they help preserve 
their power’ (Lewis, 2020). When the mob comes raging over certain artists (even if the rage 
is granted), intuitions will sacrifice their artists to save face (and money) without committing 
to any radical institutional change. An example of this can be seen at the Barbican when they 
cancelled Exhibit B by white South-African artist, Brett Bailey (…).

In order to conclude this text, it is necessary to bring back the original question: How do mo-
rality and art collide and why are we still tolerating good art by bad men? The question itself 
seems unintimidating, and yet the answer is complex. In reality, it does not have one simple, 
straightforward answer. There are multiple different ways of viewing the question and the 
answer. However, the point of this text was to question and evaluate how art and morality 
link. This was done by critically analysing the way we look at and perceive art. To conclude 
overall, art and morality collide in many ways. They are, in some ways, inseparable. To look 
at art without morality would be comparable to looking at only Mona Lisa’s lips. It is such 
a small part of a bigger picture. Morality is needed to understand the bigger picture when 
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it comes to art. The question of why we are still tolerating these so-called bad artists isbe-
cause they will forever be a part of our history. That can never change now. It is important 
to fully understand them and their art to make a more informed decision regarding what to 
do about it.



63

‘We are, indeed, compulsive storytellers’ 
(Cooper, 2000, p. 388). I sit at the dining 
table. We’re in Bristol for October half term 
staying at my grandparents’ house. I’m excit-
ed for my 9th birthday in a couple of weeks 
and Christmas is around the corner. I can’t re-
member who suggested it as I sit here waiting 
for him to join me, but either Mum or Granny 
suggested that Papa helped me with my sub-
mission to the school Christmas card com-
petition this year. I have the watercolors out 
on the table, next to a glass of water and an 
array of paint brushes, and on the way here, 
Dad bought me my first painting palette.

My grandfather was a complicated man and 
I wish there was an easy, more condensed, 
way to describe Professor James Fletcher. 
But the story of a person’s life is not a short 
one and I know two versions of the man: the 
grandfather in my memories and the one I 
met through  his photographs. Clearing out 
my grandmother’s house shortly after her 
death led to the discovery of hundreds, if not 
thousands of my grandfather’s (Papa’s) old 
slides. He died when I was thirteen after be-
ing unwell for several years and I sadly didn’t 
know how much of a photographer he was 
before he passed away. He trained in dentist-
ry, where he met my grandmother and I nev-
er realised how creative he was until much 
later. I wish that I had known more about 
his passions while he was alive, but by going 
through his slides, I was  able to get an insight 
into the world that he was a part of before I 
was born. It is known within my family that 
he wasn’t always approachable, that he was 

Photographic  
Memory and  
Archival Practice

Charlie Cluff 



64

grumpy and mean, but I never really remember him in that way. He was always so kind to me. 
I wonder if that is because somehow, he knew, even in my young age, that I would grow up to 
want to be an artist and follow the dream that he wished he could have had.

Through my essay, I explore the life and emotions of my grandfather through archival ma-
terial and memory, and by analysing his images and placing them in the context of other 
artists’ archives. I explore how he may have used his art as a form of therapy, balancing 
his life in dentistry alongside his true passions. I gain a better understanding of the reason 
behind my grandfather’s archive of images. Through looking at his collection of slides, I am 
able to discover the part of him that he mostly kept hidden, better understanding the man 
that I thought I knew, appreciating him as an artist, drawing parallels between his work and 
my own and through this, discuss the relationship between the therapeutic and archival 
practice.

My grandfather’s archive covers a wide array of subjects, captured in the form of over 12,000 
photographic slides. I would argue that my grandfather was for the most part, a documenta-
ry photographer, with many of his images acting as snapshots of time from different points 
in his history; however, they rarely contain people that he knew, or people at all for that 
matter, and therefore there is a certain ambiguity as to who he spent his time with.

If you were to look only at the image, you see a happy family who has settled down to eat to-
gether, for a birthday, my Mum’s in fact. Everyone seems as if they are enjoying themselves, 
even if no one is looking at the camera. This lack of acknowledgement of the camera could 
stem from him always having it with him, the camera acting as an extension of himself. The 
people he is surrounded by were so used to him having one that they wouldn’t bat an eyelid 
to him taking time out of the meal to snap a picture. My mother would always describe him 
as, ‘stopping to take a picture of everything.’ Whenever they were on a walk, or  a family 
day out, she found herself waiting for him to take a photo. Looking at the images he took, 
I would believe that most of them are snapshots of his surroundings rather than carefully 
composed photographs. However, Mum was convinced that it took him ‘half a day’  to take 
even one. Perhaps this is a slight exaggeration from a woman who wasn’t interested.

Slide film is beautiful to look at. The colours captured in the positive transparency tend to 
be crisp and vibrant and although this is the case in much of my grandfather’s archive many 
of these images still hold a haunting and isolated quality to them. They show empty rooms, 
landscape views and his dental practice, spaces that show a trace of a human presence but 
no actual life. Papa documented a lot of empty rooms and this idea of rooms somehow 
being able to hold dreams and memories within them makes me wonder what he was docu-
menting: the actual space, the trip, or the emotion he felt in that moment. On showing   the 
images to his family after being developed, they would see the empty room, but he would 
see so much more. Perhaps he saw himself in the moment he took it, or perhaps he could 
remember how he felt at the time, or perhaps he sees himself as the space itself, empty. I 
want to believe that he didn’t feel this way, that he just felt out of place, that he was a good 
man who had to hide his true self.

My grandfather liked things to be ‘perfect’. This is easy to see through the controlled or-
dering of his archive, but also in what is left out. Shortly after his death, my grandma gave 
me his cameras, including a small broken Zorki. There is a problem inside that causes the 
wind-on of the film to stick - I had always thought that this must have been an issue that 
arose over the period of time that it was not used until, buried deep within the collection 
of slides I found a receipt that confirmed otherwise. My grandfather had tried to have the 
camera fixed years ago. I have always loved the way that it captures images, and have used 
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it many times, creating beautiful double exposed photographs that twist reality. In order for 
my grandfather to realise that the camera was not working, he must have shot with it. So 
where are these photographs? He must have not kept them once he had them developed as 
they were not ‘perfect’ images that fitted the aesthetic of the rest of his collection.

All archives are inconclusive and incomplete, never allowing us a perfect understanding of 
these images, but the process of looking at my grandfather’s has been a therapeutic act in 
itself. By studying his archive, I have been able to understand some of his thoughts behind 
his images and can better understand why he decided to take them. Although a lot of my 
discovery is speculation and assumption, I still feel that it has brought me closer to the man 
that he was. These limits of never truly knowing, allow for more creative story-telling for an 
archivist, perhaps these limits created a greater intimacy between myself and my grandfa-
ther, allowing our stories to intertwine in a way that combines my own memories with the 
ones that he chose to leave behind. 

Archivists sacrifice their time and labour to understand someone else’s story. You can feel 
yourself become lost in their world and become the person that you are researching, finding 
parts of your own character within them. Sometimes you uncover parts of their personality 
that no one else ever saw. Sometimes it feels as if, ’as the lost myriads of the past had nev-
er really lived,’ and you now ‘give actual life rather than mere resurrection’ to the parts of 
themselves that they chose to hide (Steedman, 2001, p71). I shall never know whether Papa 
lived the life that he wanted to, however, I believe that everyone has a part of themselves  
that they chose to hide from others, and his photographs largely remained private while he 
was alive. By looking at my grandfather’s archive, I’m not trying to ‘resurrect’ the man that 
he was, but rather understand the man that he could have been and ‘give life’ to the hidden 
artist within him.

I hear movement above me and sense him moving towards the stairs. Mum finishes making 
her cup of tea and explains that she’ll be in the next room if I need anything. As he descends 
the stairs, I can tell from his steps that he’s groggy from his nap. I can’t tell if he actually 
wants to help me or if he’s just been told that he should by grandma. He reaches the bottom 
step with a big sigh. I suppose that’s my answer.

I turn around to look at him and give him an encouraging smile in hope that maybe it will 
ease the tension. I can’t remember if we’ve ever spent this much time in each other’s com-
pany before, I feel a little nervous. He comes to sit down next to me and looks at the ar-
rangement of colours and paper as well as other drawing supplies that I’ve placed sporad-
ically in front of me while I was waiting, and I see him take it all in. He turns to me, his face 
softening as he relaxes, realising that I’m waiting for him to show me his true passions and 
talent. He grabs a couple of thick pieces of card and places one in front of himself and one 
in front of me. He then proceeds in organising the table so that the rest of the card is placed 
carefully to his right and all the different art supplies are lined out a head of us perpen-
dicular to one another. Finally, he picks up a large brush and dips it in the glass of water.  
‘Right. Let’s learn how to mimic the colours of the sky.’
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During adolescence, my parents posted a 
plethora of photos of me in every situation 
possible on Facebook. At times, the act in 
demonstrating a happy and cohesive family 
online via the medium of photography felt 
like an enforcement of authority on me. My 
perception of whether we are a happy family 
was, and is, different to their perception of it. 
Are we able to understand the true power of 
the photo with regards to the content, con-
text and the author? What relations do pho-
tographs drive in the family and more broad-
ly, within the State? I look to answer this by 
referring to a higher-level structure that is 
the State and its tools. We know from Marx 
the state is repressive in nature and enforces 
rules using state apparatus, such as the po-
lice. Althusser further develops the notion 
of ideological state apparatus, in which the 
state can utilise and propagate rules by ef-
fecting ideology (Althusser 1984, 16). Could 
photography be one of these apparatuses 
and how does it codify the set of ideologies 
deemed acceptable? 

This abridged version of text focusses on dis-
cussion around photography as an ideolog-
ical state apparatus, and how our relations 
and identity are shaped precisely because of 
our interaction with and subjection to, the 
camera. This version omits further sections 
of my dissertation which I had then explored 
the use of photographic practice as a means 
to curate a psychic home as defined by Rog-
er Kennedy, which is a place of security but 
also contention with life in a forever tug-of-
war. I showed that photographic practice is 

Co-constructing 
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a means to materialise the psychic home as a retreat to familiarity, but also it is a place in 
which participants have the means to impact one’s life to the point of tyranny.

(…) Taking photographs of family, is ritualistic as a process, as well as tool for communica-
tion and construction of realities, both materially and psychically. Photographs show a psy-
chic home that is cherished and the subjected shows deference and reverence to the pho-
tos, or at least this is the ideal propagated by the photo taker, likely to be the parents aiming 
to shape an idealised world view. The qualities of the photo are sometimes surreal, poetic, 
lasting through time and the unconscious. Family photography is an interactive medium, 
creating history and making feelings emerge that otherwise would not have been articulat-
ed if the images had not existed (Sandbye, 2014). Whilst photography builds a psychic home, 
using its power as an ideological apparatus, it is a curation and manifestation of everything 
the author is guilty and responsible for. The anger, disappointment, scandal, ego, and pride 
permeate through the very construction of the photo/home. The psychic home is a locus 
of trauma and conflict and a site of love, affection, personal storytelling, and production of 
subjectivity (Sandbye, 2014). A place of emotional nurture and understanding, development 
of self and relationships with others. In this way, photography is one of the most powerful 
tools which enable the “co-construction” of relations between the drivers of production and 
life itself. 

 
Idealising worlds with a happy camera 

In this abridged version of text, I will focus on the exploration of photography as a means of 
power exertion and the relations generated around the sight of the camera. I consider the 
more general notion of Ideological State Apparatuses as defined by Louis Althusser in his 
writing Ideology and the State.

Firstly, the State itself is an entity with its basis is to control according to Marx, using state 
apparatuses such as the police force which is repressive in nature, enforcing violence, com-
mand, and censorship. The class struggles, such as alliances of classes and the seizure or 
conservation of state power by the ruling class, revolves around the idea of the State.

An ideological state apparatus is then a set of ‘realities which present themselves to the im-
mediate observer in the form of distinct and specialised institutions’ (Althusser, 1984, p.17) 
which are enacted via ideology. Unlike the state apparatuses, the subjected/exploited class-
es have the opportunity to resist and find ways to express their own thoughts and opinions 
within the ideological state apparatuses. In particular, the subjected can find contradictions 
to the ideologies, and learn to adapt and utilise these ideological state apparatuses in their 
own way. However, it is the state apparatuses that secures the political conditions for the 
action of the Ideological State Apparatuses (Althusser, 1984, p.24). Therefore, it could well 
be that the State communicates the relations of productions (relating to the importance of 
processes of production and circulation of resources) to the population via these ideological 
state apparatuses. It seems that this is a more subtle way to propagate ideology of the state 
to the public to achieve their objectives, perhaps to ensure the population is productive and 
working hard.

Althusser contends with the idea that the representation of ideology is forced and recognis-
es that every conscious subject must act according to his ideas which one accepts without 
force and is inspired by the very thing that gave this person a ‘consciousness’ in the first 
place (Althusser 1984, p.36-41). These representations appear so powerfully, governing the 
way people live. That is, ‘Ideology interpellates individuals as subjects’ and the ideology ex-
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ists and is possible only by and for the subject (Althusser 1984, p.44).

As we shift our perspective from the State to a smaller organisation that is the family, we 
observe that the parent, then, synonymously presents realities for their descendants in the 
form of ideological apparatuses not for the state, but more generally for the family unit. 
Even if we skip the logistics of properly linking these two units or deem that this comparison 
of the state to the family does not fully hold water, it may be that there is still an underlying 
repressive nature of the parents, imparting certain kinds of power such as discipline onto 
their descendants. Further, it may be that there is a counterforce on the parents themselves. 

Kate Steinmann in Apparatus, Capture, Trace: Photography and Biopolitics argues that we 
have long been subjects of photography, the tool which drives relations between various 
subjects. This is a result of the constant retreat and emergence of the identity and soul of 
the subjected, against the ever changing political and socioeconomical landscape we all 
reside within (Steinmann, 2011). Also, it is argued by Agamben that ‘such apparatuses are 
proliferating at a massive scale in the current extreme phase of capitalism—a growth that 
“corresponds to the equally extreme proliferation in processes of subjectification’ (Agam-
ben, 2009). Therefore, it is useful to consider the camera as an apparatus as part of my 
exploration into the important role in creating and changing imaginations from a visual per-
spective. Bringing the ideas discussed so far, specifically in taking the thought that ideology 
interpellates individuals as subjects, let’s shift our focus onto photographic practice. We 
have here the material action of recording a situation via the affective camera, the situation 
which could be ideological, in a visual manner via photographic medium. The situation ad-
dresses itself to you through its visual representation and says “this is what the situation or 
ideas are, and you are part of this idea, and your place in the world. This is what you must do. 
If you observe the situation that is visually represented and believe in this situation, then you 
can be part of the world and ideas presented to you”. 

But it is also that photographic practices need the subjects that are the population or family 
units, and vice versa, for the ideologies to be propagated to the subjected via the camera 
as an ideological apparatus. One functions only with the other and together all parties are 
bonded and inextricably linked with each other. It is like a mirror, a reflection, in which one 
reinforces the other. ‘The duplicate mirror-structure of ideology ensures simultaneously: 
1. Interpellation of individuals as subjects; 2. Their subjection to the Subject; 3. The mutual 
recognition of subjects and Subject, the subjects’ recognition of each other, and finally the 
subject’s recognition of himself’ (Althusser, 1984).  This is intersubjectivity at play and the 
reason ideology can be propagated through photographic practices as a medium, but only 
if the subject and subjected accepts it, because of the promise that everything is good and 
alright – a sense of comfort is afforded. In a sense, ideology is then misrecognition and 
ignorance of the truth, and hence, the reproduction of the relations of production (at least 
from the perspective of a state, to interpellate with the population’s ideology on labour) and 
of the relations deriving from them. Specifically, the photo brings you to believe, and you 
believe because the photo is hailing the truth you believe in. You’re subjected to the ideas 
within the photo and because of perhaps wilful ignorance, you accept the ideas within the 
photo. But more importantly perhaps, it is the consistency of the beliefs of the subject that 
makes them feel at home and secure. An environment has been created, despite of the pow-
er at play, that the subjected wilfully accepts the situation because of the promise of safety 
and that everything will be okay.

From a family perspective, the parent almost dutifully feels the need to ensure their children 
grow up and socialise in an acceptable manner as society had interpellated with the parents 
via some sort of ideological state apparatus. To do this, society has their own biases and 
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ideologies about the family. Photography is just a medium to which the parents can propa-
gate and mirror the “perfect family” that society deems to be acceptable. We see here the 
mirror structure at play again, where society imparts a version of the truth and the subjected 
accepts this version of the truth, perhaps with ignorance. Who is to say the parents must 
do their duties according to the version which is accepted by the more general population? 
The parents could well use the camera and photography to cement their version of the ideal 
family. If we participate in parents’ version of events, then in an ignorant but truthful sense, 
everything looks great in this family photo and everything is okay. Every object in a photo, 
both singly and together, form a seemingly ideological structure that is a home in both the 
material and psychical manner, which is consistent through time and makes the subjected 
feel safe. Perhaps, this is the parents’ duty, but is it also my duty to contend with such ac-
tions impeding upon my own idealised versions of realities? The performance and narrative 
induced starts to tell you there is deeper meaning in family photography because one may 
perform to realise and understand oneself, manifesting deep ideologies possessed as inter-
pellation happens around and inside them. Perhaps, a place of security within our souls can 
then be constructed.
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The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood was a 19th 
century movement formed through a col-
lective of painters, poets, designers, and il-
lustrators. They aimed for maximum realism 
within their work, using subjects from poet-
ry and literature to explore themes of love 
and death, along with social issues of the 
time (Tate, n.d.). The work of Shakespeare 
was popular among pre-Raphaelite artists 
due to its figures of tragic romance, one of 
these figures being Ophelia from ‘Hamlet’, 
the most represented female figure of that 
time. Driven mad after her lover, Hamlet, kills 
her father, Ophelia falls into a body of water 
where she drowns. Her death was depicted 
numerous times by the Brotherhood. How-
ever, the 1851- 1852 painting by John Everett 
Millais is one of the best known. Ophelia’s 
delicately painted features and rose-color-
ed lips, coupled with her powerless, floating 
body and absent gaze, show how her beauty 
remains, even in death. Ophelia becomes ‘an 
object of beauty, aestheticized in the mor-
bidly erotic representation of her corpse’ 
(Ramanska, 2005). Her depiction creates a 
connection between death and beauty with 
her dead body an ‘identificatory beauty 
model of desirable femininity’ (Romanska, 
2005). Her body is at the mercy of the viewer, 
subjected to the male gaze not only in view-
ing, but also in its creation by a male artist. 
The male gaze is a feminist theory by Laura 
Mulvey from her 1975 visual essay Visual and 
Other Pleasures, where women are present-
ed as sexual objects by men for the pleasure 
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of the heterosexual male viewer (…) An application of this theory might present the eroti-
cised body of Ophelia as a product of the male gaze that portrays male fantasies and anxie-
ties of women during that period. The aestheticization of the female corpse was common in 
the 19th century as seen in the poet Edgar Allen Poe’s statement, “the death of a beautiful 
woman is, unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the world” (Poe, 2009). The distinction 
made by Poe is interesting as it creates a condition for women’s death to be deemed “poet-
ic”, suggesting not the death of women (as a whole), but only the death of beautiful women 
is found to be desirable. This supports the suggestion by Romanska that women are objects 
of beauty, especially the female corpse as its lack of autonomy allows for its objectification. 
It is left with nothing but its physical beauty.

The preoccupation with imagery of Ophelia is also seen through the glamorisation of her 
death within the fashion industry. Fashion magazine Vogue has utilised this image over the 
years both explicitly, through Steven Meisel’s photoshoots featuring Saoirse Ronan, and 
moreimplicitly through general representations of women, water, and flower elements in-
separable from Millais’ famous depiction. This representation is not just limited to the West-
ern sphere, as Vogue Korea in April 2007 and July 2013 issues, created depictions of the dead 
beauty. Bill Viola’s 2014 photoshoot for W Magazine presents a modern depiction of Ophe-
lia using famous actress Margot Robbie. The use of celebrities taking on the role of Ophelia 
presents the fascination of Ophelia within popular culture, alongside the fetishization of 
these images as they are recreated over and over with numerous depictions and variations. 

The fascination with the aesthetics of female death runs through Alfred Tennyson’s Lady of 
Shalott (1833) all the way to modern adaptations in popular magazines. Tennyson’s poem 
tells the story of a woman abandoning social responsibility for love, mirroring similar themes 
to Ophelia: it is through death that her beauty is admired. Tennyson’s Lady of Shalott in-
spired over fifty portrayals by various artists in the nineteenth century alone (…). A goog-
le search of ‘modern Ophelia’ presents hundreds of modern-day portrayals, a majority of 
which focus on the moment of her death, revealing a contemporary cultural obsession over 
these morbid images. Mulhall suggests that the reason for this continued romanticisation 
of the female corpse is ‘(…) the fact that representations of dead female bodies exempli-
fy the feminine ideal: passive, visionless and voiceless” (2017). This suggests the possibility 
that representations of the female corpse have not affected feminine ideals in a way that 
has changed the ideal. It has instead contributed to keeping the feminine ideal from pro-
gressing as the fetishization of these images support a patriarchal notion of the submission 
of women. These images normalise and promote this submission through the passivity of 
the corpse which is seen as desirable and romanticized as a corpse cannot question male 
authority.

Collectively, Dijkstra’s “cult of feminine invalidism;” the consumptive aesthetic becoming a 
Victorian beauty standard; alongside Millais’ ‘Ophelia’; Watt’s ‘Drowned Woman,’ and Poe’s 
description of the death of beautiful women, all determine a strong fetishistic fascination 
with the female corpse. This fascination is still presented in contemporary photography as 
seen in the work of Izima Kaoru (1954-), a Japanese photographer knownfor his series Land-
scapes with a Corpse. The series combines beauty and blood, as models act out their ideal 
deaths. Each set of image titles contain the date, the models name and the brand of clothing 
they’re wearing. The composition of each photograph presents the fate of each model to 
the viewer, with images focusing on the surroundings of the model before depicting their 
detailed corpses. Kaoru’s work utilises saturation and bright colours often seen in editorial 
photography which creates a great contrast between the pale corpse of each model (Exley 
et al, 2008). What is unique about the series is the inclusion of the models’ names in the 
titles of each photograph, giving the women within the pictures some autonomy over the 
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body, despite it being depicted as a fetishized object through an obsession with death. For 
each model, Kaoru presents at least two different angles of the body, creating a montage- a 
frame by frame reveal of their demise (Exley et al, 2008). The submissiveness of the position 
of each model while evoking that of a lifeless body can also be interpreted to have connota-
tions regarding a childlike enactment as each corpse lays powerlessly, staring absently, hav-
ing no eye contact with Kaoru or the viewer. In Figure 11, a corpse is forced into a foetal posi-
tion within a suitcase reminiscent of a young child or unborn foetus, further demonstrating 
the perversion in these representations. The work attempts to balance the idea of repulsion 
and attraction. Roy Exley’s text included in the 2008 publishing of Kaoru’s work, recognises 
the romanticism of dead women within this project as fears of death are transformed into a 
fantasy: “the fears of the potential of death, of which we daily strive to remain oblivious, are 
here perversely transformed into desires”. However, this fetishization of female death and 
the female corpse fails to recognise the real-life violence faced by women. Death depicted 
as a desire is a danger to women who face violence each day, as assault, rape, mutilation, 
trafficking, murder and more become 

something to romanticise. Female corpses are idealised as the ultimate form of submission 
and passivity. From modern depictions of Ophelia and the composition of female corpses 
in photography, women are turned into objects of sight through death as “the dead femi-
nine body comparable to an exhibited art object displayed in a glass coffin” (Bronfen, 1992). 
The female corpse is put on show to be viewed and consumed. Male artists create imagery 
that continues to force the feminine ideal of submission as women are depicted the victims 
of violence under male dominance/patriarchy. The feminine ideal moulded by these artists 
communicates that the perfect woman is dead. The perverse conclusion can be made that 
the female corpse does not just affect the feminine ideal, the female corpse is the feminine 
ideal.
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Ideas   surrounding photography’s relation-
ship to current forms of technology are 
changing. The urgencies associated with 
the medium at the arrival of the twenty-first 
century have developed into new languag-
es and archives – but a seismic shift is still 
in progress as the medium unfolds into 
different territories, entangled, as media 
has become, in the infrastructures of the 
digitally networked world. Acknowledging 
which conceptual positions are used to un-
derstand current forms of the photograph-
ic is  urgent. This is particularly true in the 
context of ecological catastrophe and dev-
astating inequalities across the world. The 
photographic image may be implicit in per-
petuating particular western imperial world 
views in its computational form, associated 
as it still is with what Roland Barthes terms 
“Reality Media” (Barthes, 1989). The manner 
that Ruha Benjamin categorises the New Jim 
Code encapsulates this problematic in that it 
is enacted through, “the employment of new 
technologies that reflect and reproduce ex-
isting inequities but that are promoted and 
perceived as more objective and progressive 
than the discriminatory systems of a previ-
ous era.” (Benjamin, 2019, p5 - 6).  Fractures 
in the hegemonic conceptualisation of the 
photographic are becoming more present as 
mediation transitions towards other forms 
of being understood. These possibilities may 
offer hope, though as Terry Eagleton (2019) 
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argues, this does not also necessitate optimism. 

When photography in its current state is referenced often what is being considered are 
images made through technologies that utilise a camera or other device to capture electro-
magnetic sense data from the world. This input is processed through algorithmic software 
programming for specific purposes, not only for making images to be looked at through 
human eyes, but which is often still considered referentially or relationally to traditional 
image capture of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. While the conceptualisation of 
the medium may still entail considerations of presence (Bazin 1960), or the indexical (Krauss 
1977), recent forms of photographic technology are now also inextricably linked to the vis-
ualisation of sensor input, algorithmic processes and what Sy Taffel (2021) references as 
computational photography. 

What is evident is that new iterations of the technological photographic image exist in 
multiple forms, across platforms and positionalities. Photographic images are being deter-
mined as networked (Rubenstein and Sluis 2019), operational (Paglen 2014), poor (Steyerl, 
2009), as being instrumental in the age of surveillance capital (Zuboff, 2019), and potentially 
existing for machine use only (Salamy, 2016). Computational photographic images are be-
ing understood through discussion of agency, power structures, geologies and, enmeshed 
assemblages of meaning – as well as intersectional, embodied positionalities. Photographic 
mediums are implicitly difficult to trace and define as gaps and inconsistencies are left in 
the attempt. But what is certain is that it is necessary to draw on what Achille Mbembe calls 
“other archives” (Mbembe, 2002). A need to diversify ways of thinking, not only to account 
for the image in broader forms of assemblage in which the image and technological appara-
tus are considered agential and operative, but to change debates in which the photographic 
resides. To question meanings created with and through the image. There is a lot to unlearn. 

In this short text, I hope to point the reader to an approach that may highlight the photo-
graphic in an expanded way. Namely, I would like to consider how the photograph’s rela-
tionship to technical apparatus and the circulation of digital images could start to be un-
derstood, thought with, and potentially subverted, for particular aims. This example resides 
in the work of N. Katherine Hayles and particularly the manner in which she is currently 
thinking with the relationship between different agential forces through expanded ideas 
of cognition. In Unthought. The Power of the Cognitive Nonconscious, 2017, N. Katherine 
Hayles is seeking to design new frameworks within which cognition is conceptualised and 
defined.  Central to  Hayles’  argument is  to uncover fundamental similarities between os-
tensibly different systems and connected realities. Her project emphasises cognition as a 
primary analytic category, specifically referring to material process, noncognitive cogni-
tion, and modes of awareness in cognitive assemblage formations. Seen as an assemblage 
of multiple actants, my interest in her work resides in how ideas of the unthought may be 
applied to photographic practises as a way to reframe relationality. As Hayles’  definition 
of nonconscious cognition references processes which lie outside of consciousness, cog-
nition has expanded beyond traditional parameters and equations with (human) thought. 

She categorises cognition as a spectrum with no clear dividing lines. A visualisation where 
there is no cognitive hierarchy and where processes lying within our conception of cogni-
tion, are vastly outnumbered by those nonconscious, and material, that lie without. In this 
sense, the binary of human and nonhuman is considered unhelpful as it returns centrality 
to human as disproportionally important in the world. Hayles sees nonconscious cognition 
as being adaptive in the sense that it enables systems (organic and technical) to function 
operatively, “at a level of neuronal processing inaccessible to the modes of awareness but 
nevertheless performing functions essential to consciousness” (2016, 784). The black box 
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functionality that enables consciousness to operate is only drawn to the level of conscious-
ness as consciousness. Her project is thus a comparative process through “structural and 
functional similarities” (Hayles 2016, 787), not an attempt to reduce systems to singular or 
essential traits to illustrate specific and particular knowledge claims. 

For example, in image capture using a mobile phone camera, we enter into nonconscious 
cognitive processes with multiple agential forces. The act of manipulating the phone in our 
hand at a particular time and space. To “click” the shutter instantly becomes a wider set of 
processes of which the human interface is only part. The camera sensor and algorithm are 
negotiating with external stimuli, engaging in deterministic processes and complex com-
putational systems. We enter into a relationship with wireless routers, GPS starlight signals, 
metadata, and infrastructure that, when we have put the camera back into our pocket, are 
still in place, “but the human subject is no longer part of the particular cognitive assem-
blage” (Hayles 2017, 2), whereas the image created still may be. Can this concept be devel-
oped creatively in the creation of photographic work and through criticism of the usage of 
technology?

The photographic is normatively considered to be context dependent and context driven. 
However, Hayles states that a deterministic machine nevertheless makes choices as it per-
forms its task. It is this notion of choice, (even if it is between a zero and one), that Hayles 
sees as distinguishing the cognitive from what she terms “material processes.” Material pro-
cesses often have agency dwarfing that of a “cognizer” but do not have cognitive possibility, 
as they lack the potential to choose their action. Furthermore, choice, Hayles argues, lends 
itself to interpretation, which tends towards processes of meaning making. In the example 
of the camera’s Complementary Metal–Oxide–Semiconductor (CMOS) sensor, the choice 
of a single pixel’s luminosity, the way that light interacts with the surface material, is a ma-
chinic material process. But the image made could be determined as an “intention towards”. 
The camera follows a particular algorithmic process when applying de-mosaicing filters to 
data in automated postproduction. Within defined parameters, the camera has a choice of 
exposure, sensor, and cognitive response from the machine to a changing set of conditions. 
‘Meaning’ in Hayles’ conceptualisation is equated to an outcome, but it is not ‘significant’ to 
humans alone, if one considers significance as being an affective quality equivalent to the 
‘intended’ consequence of relations in cognitive assemblages between actants and agents. 
“For the cognitive nonconscious, however, meaning has no meaning” (Hayles, 2017, 1).

Trillions of photos are taken yearly, produced via computational media, using algorithmic 
programming when processed and disseminated. Processes in this instance would be con-
sidered nonconsciously cognitive, specifically because they use computation. But while rela-
tions between multiple material processes may constitute a cognitive agent, in the concep-
tualisation of noncognitive cognitive processes, is it implicit that a shift occurs from analysis 
of each photographic image towards how they operate? Does tracing enmeshment become 
a pivotal concern as opposed to analysis and production of individual works? Algorithms of 
technologies such as ‘Google reverse image searches’ not only read images through the 
extensive metadata present at capture, but also group and find images in terms of visually 
recognisable content, grouped according to parameter-based similarities. 

Practices that explore the photographic as assemblage may thus necessitate considera-
tion of visual mediation that may be “infused with social-technological-cultural-economic 
practises that instantiate and negotiate between different kinds of powers, stakeholders, 
and modes of cognition”(Hayles, 2017, 178).  Hayles states that which appears or emerges 
from attempts to manifest systems of cognitive nonconscious in-itself, will be from con-
scious/unconscious modes of awareness, in activities of “restaging within the theatre of 
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consciousness”(Hayles, 2014, 215). Thus, meaning (for humans) signifies what happens in 
and for meaning in the human central context, across a number of fields, but, as Hayles 
contends, it is not limited to this sphere. “The search for meaning… becomes a pervasive 
activity among humans, animals, and technical devices, with many different kinds of agents 
contributing to a rich ecology of collaborating, reinforcing, contesting and conflicting inter-
pretations” (Hayles, 2014, 217)

An ever-increasing quantity of interactions with the photographic are connections between 
nonhuman  actants, happening between machine and machine, through what Hayles de-
fines as a nonconscious cognitive process. Readings of the image through concerns, such 
as, anthropology, history, art, or social theory have become antiquated and inadequate as 
singular approaches to consider this changing ecology. The cognitive nonconscious may be 
a way of externalising technical mediations explored as an awareness of where human cog-
nitive nonconscious, technical cognition, and consciousness are enmeshed. Therefore, in an 
exploration of the photographic, what is at stake are perceptions of meaning limited to the 
concept of the human – and in this sense, the human as an imperial agent. Through this lens, 
practises may be the way to initiate a dialogue about, or indeed manifest, a nonconscious 
cognitive process and through this lens, be a way to discuss the wider concerns of human 
relationality. In this form of practice, could the image making capacity of the photographic 
be conceived and practised, not as an image of the world, but as a nonconscious cognitive 
function of it?
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To What Extent is CGI Read Through the 
Language of Photography?

As inhabitants of the technological age, we 
have become accustomed to the presence 
and use of all sorts of electronic devices in 
our daily lives. These things are no longer 
new to us, and the proliferation of electronic 
screens is as normal as a mountain of books; 
it is no longer a novelty. The billboard on the 
roadside, the television in the living room, 
the computer in the room, and the mobile 
phone in hand; they constantly transmit 
seemingly different but similar messages, 
slowly becoming an accompaniment to life. 
They may not be the most significant pres-
ence, they are not necessarily very visible, 
but are an indispensable part. As Flusser con-
tends, ‘in the same way, we ignore everything 
familiar in our environment and only notice 
what has changed. Change is informative, 
the familiar redundant’ (Flusser 2013, 65). In 
short, the familiar becomes redundant, and 
only the unfamiliar brings a sense of fresh-
ness to the experience. However, life does 
not always bring new things, and the new will 
become old with time. 

In Flusser’s opinion, ‘apparatuses can create, 
process and store symbols; they are not an 
end, but a means and their intention is not to 
change the world, but to change the mean-
ing of the world’ (Flusser 2013, 25). The same 
is true for CGI, which has emerged and been 
applied as an emerging technology that is 
challenging and disrupting traditional imag-

Beyond Reality
Yaqi Mai
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es as we know them, a revolution in the era in which we live by automated algorithms. In 
short, this chapter is a brief introduction to the logic of CGI production and the forms in 
which it is produced. 

CGI uses software to create static or animated visual content through automated algorith-
mic processes at a basic level. CGI most often refers to 3D computer graphics used to create 
characters, scenes and special effects in film, television and games. This technology is ap-
plied to everything in our visual sphere, from architecture, advertising, virtual reality and art. 
CGI is widely used because it is often cheaper and safer than physical methods, which rely 
on creating detailed miniature models, hiring extra people for crowd scenes, and creating 
visual effects in unsafe or impossible situations.  

CGI is an ideal structure and an easily shared concept consisting of several small pixel 
squares assembled, both decentralised and collective. CGI is one of the representative new 
aesthetics of the post-digital era, which is concerned with the rapidly changing relationship 
between humans, digital technology and art forms. James Bridle’s project, New Aesthetic 
explores visual digital media and new representations of social and cultural practices in-
volving human and technological artefacts. ‘The New Aesthetic is not a movement. It is 
a series of heterogeneous network artefacts that recognises differences, the gaps in our 
distant but overlapping realities’ (Bridle 2011). For CGI, born out of the algorithmic structure 
of digital visual media and widely used between the virtual world and the real world, it is an 
artefact made up of a combination of algorithms that construct realistic scenes with virtual 
representations. 

When discussing CGI, its virtuality and 3D visualisation are always an essential part of the 
process. As Manovich argues, ‘the complete replacement of human cognitive functions by 
a computer, such as the substitution of human vision by computer vision. First, it means the 
identification of various objects represented in an image. Second, it means reconstruction 
of three-dimensional space from the image’ (Manovich 1994, 260). The virtuality of CGI 
gives it a natural position of impartiality, and it is born from the manipulation of equipment, 
which gives it innate mechanical objectivity as if it is silent evidence that remains neutral. 
This also gives rise to evidence of the use of computer

vision to produce a finished product instead of a human vision model. Visualisation makes 
it possible to show complex spatial structures clearly, which makes it the ‘proof’ in both 
formal and informal situations, in addition to surveillance and photography. For example, 
in the context of the military coup in Myanmar, where some of those arrested claimed to 
have been beaten and tortured while in detention, Forensic Architecture analysed available 
photography, satellite imagery and testimony to reconstruct the compound and verify the 
testimony of four former detainees, as well as geolocating the entrance to the building with 
photographs provided by local residents (Figure 1.1). By reconstructing the spatial layout of 
the guardhouse, we were able to verify the testimonies of the former detainees and prove 
that they were indeed held at Shwepyitha (Figure 1.2).

However, is CGI really completely objective evidence? CGI is objective, but the people be-
hind it are not necessarily. The device is impartial and has no position, but can the person 
using the CGI do so? The previous case proves that CGI has the potential to be ‘evidence’ 
but does not entirely prove that it is neutral and impartial proof.

For instance, Amnesty International released a report in 2017 attesting to alleged instances 
of torture by the Syrian state in Saydnaya prison. However, in Tony Cartalucci’s report, he 
suggests that ‘Amnesty International’s summary of the speech was not accumulated from 
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facts and evidence gathered in Syria, but was entirely fabricated in London using 3D models, 
animation and audio software. They are based on the unsubstantiated accounts of alleged 
witnesses who claim to have been in prison or otherwise associated with it’ (Amnesty Inter-
national 2017a) (Figure 1.3). As images of Sayednaya prison do not exist in the public domain 
and journalists and monitoring teams were denied access to the site, the primary informa-
tion for Forensic Architecture came from the testimonies of five survivors. The team used 
this information to construct a 3D model of the prison building to visualise the prisoners’ 
experience of detention. Eyal Weizman, director of Forensic Architecture, would concede 
that ‘memory was the sole basis of his engagement with Amnesty International, and there-
fore the 48-page report produced by Amnesty’ (Amnesty International 2017b). In other 
words, neither Amnesty International nor any of the witnesses it reportedly interviewed had 
access to the prison, nor did any of the witnesses offer pertinent evidence gathered from 
or near the prison. In this instance, it is illustrated that CGI cannot be used as ‘evidence’ 
with complete fairness. People with different positions can fabricate imaginary’ evidence’ 
to justify their positions.

CGI can be described as a product of the ‘in-between’, a transitional space between the 
real and the virtual, a virtual built on a projection of the real. How should one define it as 
authentic or virtual? If it is accurate, then it does not exist in the materialised world. It is just 
a model on a computer screen, however factual it has been rendered. If it is virtual, then it is 
the product of a plausible projection of reality; the machines that make it and the

people who operate it are real. In this confusion, it seems more appropriate to call it a blend-
ed product of the real and the virtual, or an intermediate product. CGI is a mixture of virtual 
and real, a product of contradictions and a hybrid. Regarding the relationship between the 
virtual and reality, a more precise summary of this theme is given by Grosz, ‘The term virtual 
reality is evidence of an extension of the illusion, this is a real not quite real, not an ‘actual 
real’, a ‘really real’ but a real whose reality is at best virtual’ (Grosz 2001, p. 79). Thus, for 
CGI, to which category does its reality belong? It is neither the ‘actual reality’ nor the ‘true 
reality’. Perhaps it is best described as virtual reality. It possesses the properties of both the 
virtual and the real; it is a mixture of the two by its very nature. In fact, CGI is a kind of ‘pho-
tographic reality’, which is more of a visual effect than a real thing.

 
Future Trends in Collaboration between CGI and Photography

What CGI can partially replace for photography is its commercial function, such as the per-
fectly detailed or costly setting of a realistic set. This is already widely used in high budget 
films or commercials. However, the other essential and iconic function of photography, doc-
umenting life and acting as a vessel for time has so far been irreplaceable by CGI. In the 
future, there may be mobile phone software that can model and render buildings or people 
simultaneously for use in everyday life, which may be very competitive with the ‘defining 
moment’ function of photography. Convenient and easily adjustable models may become 
the next trend in virtual photography.

Some believe that it creates a kind of cognitive dissonance and confusion about the nat-
ural world. We need to think about its authenticity, permanence, value and, above all, its 
nature. We need to look not only at what the CGI technology shows but also at what it does 
not display. Furthermore, other people think that CGI technology might replace some of 
the functions and status of photography in the future. Thus, they have a pessimistic idea 
and attitude towards it. Nevertheless, the emergence of new technologies does not always 
mean replacing the old technologies; instead, it is a kind of integration and enhancement, 
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where competition leads to progress. If the emergence of new technology makes the old 
one disappear, it only means the technology itself is already obsolete; it is out of date. In 
general, the emergence and development of new technologies are always to be encouraged 
and celebrated.
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The utilisation of gender in portraiture is a 
historic one. The traditional technique of 
capturing the face and body of a subject will 
undoubtably be influenced by the subject’s 
identity, or the identity the photographer is 
desiring to portray in the image. The face is 
said to hold the most expression in the hu-
man body - the conventional portrait is used 
to pull out those expressions, making them 
the subject of the image. But in this regard, 
the portrait has also created opportunities to 
manipulate these expressions. The portrait, 
as a still image, cannot speak for itself. Visual 
language is the only tool for communication. 
Although not the only artistic form to do so, 
the photograph provides a type of realism, 
leaving little room to manipulate the image 
– one must manipulate in real time. This lack 
of context creates space for stereotypes to 
be left unspoken and silent, without expla-
nation, in the photograph. But it also creates 
new possibilities outside of the gender bi-
nary that speaks for itself. The change of in-
tention and execution in gender-based pho-
tography relies heavily on the person tasked 
with taking the image, whether that be the 
photographer or the subject themselves.

Claude Cahun, along with their partner Mar-
cel Moore, produced portraits throughout 
their lives solely based on the question of 
what identity meant to them, and how that 
manifested itself in self-expressionistic por-
traiture. Living and working through the era 
of the Second World War, language to de-
scribe a person outside of the constraints 
of male or female simply did not exist to the 
majority straight and cisgender population. 
Henceforth, you can see Cahun’s explora-
tion into their identity and the questioning 

‘Learning’ the image 
Eva Blake
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of the society around them that subscribed to the gender binary. A key photograph to put 
forth is Cahun’s 1927 Self-portrait: ‘I am in training don’t kiss me.’

Cahun depicts the self with both traditionally masculine and feminine characteristics– their 
shirt embroidered with fake nipples to imitate a male chest. The comically large barbell, 
reminiscent of those seen in children’s cartoons, gives an air of taunting the traditional mas-
culine image. By doing this, Cahun makes light of the performance of hyper- masculinity 
whilst also participating in it a way that feels comfortable to them. Contrasting alongside 
this are the aspects of traditional femininity too, such as the ultra-feminine makeup and the 
crossed legged demurer pose only portrayed by women at the time. This is undoubtably a 
performance, however it still highlights a truth within it. This blending together of binary 
gender tropes shows experimentation of Cahun’s own self-identification and how that pre-
sents outwardly. Not unlike the technique of actors exaggerating their actions in theatre to 
reach the viewer furthest away, a concept present in Cahun’s self-portraiture. This drama-
tization of gender performance for purposes of the photograph ensures to the audience 
that there can be no mistaking- no contest on what the artist is showing to the viewer. It can 
be argued to be a purposeful decision, disallowing alternate reasoning or meaning in the 
image- to be more socially acceptable for the society it was exhibited in. Cahun has pushed 
their performance to the extreme and declared that there can be no misinterpretation – 
that one must see this image for what it truly is, a critique on the constructs of gender at its 
core.

The title can also be examined and is just as an important as the photograph itself. In saying 
that Cahun is in ‘training’ they have contextualised the performance of gender into an act 
that one must work at to portray successfully. This combined with the request, ‘don’t kiss 
me,’ could refer to the sexualisation of femininity in any measure, as well as the unwanted 
and unnecessary fetishization of transgender and gender non-conforming people in a time 
where anything outside cisgender was regarded as ‘unnatural’. This statement, drawn bra-
zenly across Cahun’s chest, forces the audience to view the body. However, in this context it 
is forcing the view of their masculine chest alongside their feminine face adorned in makeup 
– again, leaving the audience with no choice but to receive the whole intention of the artist. 
This portrait is one to consider for the argument of the social construction of gender versus 
the concept of gender itself, in which this piece blends together to achieve pure satirical 
expression. (...)

Current AGR systems are currently typically created only with the scope of cisgendered bi-
nary gender. This kind of software relies heavily on data points and generalisations – break-
ing down the human face into processable chunks that it can then compare with a set of 
trends learnt by processing other faces. However, this closed view on the human experience 
can create harmful repercussions when used in a real-life context. In a study by Hamidi, 
Scheuerman and Branham exploring facial recognition software in the context of transgen-
der individuals, one participant stated that:

“I get misgendered enough by ... human beings, why on Earth would I want a robot to help 
in that? … Programmatic misgendering, it sort of just adds to the ocean we all swim in of 
constant small comments … [Misgendering] is death by a thousand paper cuts.” (Hamidi, 
Scheuerman and Branham, 2018, 5.)

Using the phrase ‘death by a thousand paper cuts’ exemplifies the singularly small but col-
lective harm that misgendering a person can have on their psyche. These momentary slips 
in language, if common enough, forms an expectation of being misgendered and thus 
starts to harm or even ‘kill’ one’s true identity and the expression of that identity. Human 
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error is the most generic form of misgendering – as individuals with diverse backgrounds 
and upbringings alongside a societal need for stereotypes to function the way it currently 
exists; assumptions are made with every single person one meets. However, with machines 
we can start anew. Artificial memories can be taught, tested, erased, and taught again until 
a desired impartial outcome is reached. Therefore, one can argue that assumptions in terms 
of digital technology should not be a possibility and, in the case that it is not impartial, that 
it could be seen as a failing on the part of its creators and teachers. This can be explained 
well by another participant in the same study:

P8 was aware that computers carry the biases of their human developers. But, as a result, 
he interpreted being misgendered by a computer as a more severe act committed by many 
people as opposed to just one (Hamidi, Scheuerman and Branham, 2018, 5).Harking back 
to the previous statement of ‘thousand paper cuts,’ this quote further demonstrates the 
impact that misgendering can have on a person. It is important to note here that the phrase 
‘more severe act’ needs to be considered with the fact that many people contribute to cre-
ating software like the AGR used in Hamidi’s study. The awareness of the inherent bias in 
current facial recognition systems further proves that they are neither ready nor fit for hu-
man purpose in an obvious way. If distrust in the current condition of AGR is so prevalent in 
the minds of the public, one could argue that any developments in facial recognition involv-
ing such software may be fated to failure from the start. The collective effort to create a 
facial recognition system simultaneously proves that the overlooking of gender complexity 
is not only harmful to a machine that can only learn with the information given to it, but 
also that these systems are being created in an environment rooted in gender binary and 
dismissal of transgender faces and therefore people.

The discussion of whether facial recognition is a viable future for facial recognition sphere 
is complex, however in the context of photographic portraiture, the expression of identi-
ty becomes blurred in the eyes of such software as AGR. Machines require consistency to 
function in the current state they are created in. However in portraiture, particularly queer 
and trans portraiture, change is integral to the process of its capture. Gender is constantly 
morphing and with this in mind, consistency is impossible to maintain in such an environ-
ment. I think that even if that consistency could be maintained, the freeing and theatrical 
quality of photography - being able to immortalise a subject in exactly the way they want to 
be perceived - would die.

The invasive nature of surveillance photography allows zero agency over the image as well 
as little room to become an active participant. Ownership over such images is also difficult 
to categorise absolutely, with the line blurred between what constitutes machine, operator, 
and human. Expressing one’s identity authentically, however, can be argued to be on either 
side of the argument for facial recognition technology. This all depends on one’s own sub-
jective opinion of their true authentic selves. Caught off guard and unaware makes a point 
for the lack of conscious behavioural changes made before a visible camera lens. Yet, the 
case for participatory photography allows the subject to have agency of their own percep-
tion, both by the camera and the viewer. These are both strong arguments to make, however 
the case for AGR cannot fit into either of these arguments. The juvenile nature of current 
facial recognition software creates an impassable barrier in terms of creating a solid case 
for authenticity. AGR creates its own vision of authenticity, and this cannot function in an 
environment where someone’s true identity is so unique and ever changing. The machine, 
unfortunately, cannot keep up with the complexities of the human psyche and therefore 
causes nothing but harm and hindrance when placed into an environment of human por-
traiture. If facial recognition cannot cope proficiently with all identities, then it should not 
be used for any face.
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This dissertation seeks to explore the ev-
er-changing balance between our time on-
line and the impact of technology within 
communities, in what has been described as 
an attention economy (Orlowski, 2020). It 
began with an interest in the contemporary 
digital capitalism we are experiencing. Our 
information, interests and time are,  at pres-
ent, the most sought after commodities for 
not only technology giants, but governments 
and people who act as consumers of this in-
formation. Currently, accessibility to the in-
ternet and companies seeking to maximise 
the number of people engaging with their 
services across the world is at the forefront 
of how technology is being developed.  

We continue to use technology to make life 
more comfortable through the use of the in-
ternet of things (IoT), which refers to physical 
devices capable of connecting to the inter-
net to exchange data about their environ-
ment that are also capable of being remotely 
controlled by both users and unauthorised 
sources. Examples of the internet of things 
include appliances found in smart homes 
such as smart light bulbs and thermostats. 
We are now at a stage where we have built 
a global reliance on technology, as a result, 
there is a new power structure occurring be-
tween the biggest tech giants and private 
citizens for an exchange of information that 
has been occurring at an increasingly intru-
sive and unthinkable scale.  

Being Human in a 
technological world

Aaliyah Jackson 
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The main piece of critical writing that will be examined throughout this dissertation is The 
Age of Surveillance Capitalism (Zuboff, 2019). Surveillance capitalism is a term coined by 
Zuboff, detailing the commodification of personal data by technology companies and the 
increasingly mystifying transactions between people and technology. It is common to both 
the internet of things and social media, which see users becoming both product and con-
sumer, or ‘Prosumer’. Prosumerism (Toffler, 1980, p.266) is a concept defined by futurologist 
Alvin Toffler describing the blend of consumer and product, where the consumer partici-
pates in the creation of the product. In the present age, surveillance capitalism aggravates 
the occurrence of prosumers where the consumer becomes exploited to become the prod-
uct, commodifying the experience of being online, which creates profit from our data.   

In the UK, 94% of households have access to the internet, with the average person spend-
ing a staggering 3.78 hours online each day (Ofcom,2021) visiting an array of websites and 
accessing services such as streaming, social media, online banking and shopping. With each 
interaction, a vast amount of data is collected about a user, which not only helps give the 
service providers information on the performance of their website. The data collected is 
often sold on for profit. This aggregates an endless cycle of digital surveillance, where high-
ly detailed profiles about the people using the internet in order to keep people online and 
have them engage with targeted advertising.  

Currently, across the western world our time online is dominated by only two companies, 
Alphabet and Meta (Previously known as Facebook). By the sheer numbers of people using 
their services, they have unique and immense control over us, dictating how we access in-
formation and the content we see (...). 

As the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated, many people around the world sought social 
media for news and entertainment, allowing people to feel less isolated in a particularly 
lonely and unprecedented time. 2020 was the start of stay-at-home orders, with unknown 
periods of quarantine and isolation across the globe. Educational and recreational facilities 
became complex to navigate due to the fear of contracting COVID-19, resulting in many 
turning to online environments. Social media acted as an extension of the home and work 
environment as people were unable to move freely, allowing online communities to act as a 
refuge for many who lost access to the physical world. The increased time and dependency 
on the internet that the pandemic caused has been a nightmare in terms of advocating dig-
ital privacy on social media.  

The data which social media sites collect on their users is much more invasive than once 
thought. In The Age of Surveillance Capitalism, Zuboff speaks of data exhaust, or residu-
al data, which was once seen as waste information (Zuboff, 2019). This data exhaust is an 
overabundance of information about a user’s behaviour collected whilst using a service or 
throughout a user’s time on a device.  The information that goes into the ‘exhaust’ extends 
what is seemingly useful for improving the performance of a platform and can be used to 
identify us. The data is stored in the form of web cookies, where unique information about 
a user such as their login information or their basket while shopping can be found, mean-
ing pages can be reloaded without the user having to repeat information, effectively giving 
websites memory. The issue at stake is what’s known as third party cookies where our cook-
ies are collected to provide targeted advertisements. 

In traditional forms of advertising, companies historically used passive advertisements, 
meaning they appealed to a wide audience in the hope that it reach their target audience. 
Due to the data exhaust, platforms such as Facebook are able to gather distinctive data 
about a user and target advertisements based on their online behaviour. When choosing 
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to advertise on Facebook, companies are given the choice to specify age, race, sexuality, 
location, political views and other characteristics of a user they want to target.  As we navi-
gate our time online, the information we share and our interactions with content shape the 
advertisements we see.  The data being collected is frequently discrete, invasive and obfus-
cated, meaning the average user would struggle to understand or comprehend the sheer 
amount of information that is being collected each time we go online. The current model of 
surveillance capitalism leaves users of Facebook vulnerable to manipulation as seen in the 
2016 Cambridge Analytica scandal.

Cambridge Analytica was a consulting agency that misused the data of over 50 million Face-
book users. Initially, data was harvested from a personality quiz app entitled ‘This is your 
digital life,’ that used Facebook’s login system granting them special permissions to access 
data from the associated Facebook account, and information surrounding a user’s network 
of contacts.  The data was then shared with Cambridge Analytica without informed consent 
from the people the data belonged to. The data was specific enough that the consulting 
agency was able to combine external data from public databases to create highly detailed 
profiles of the users. These profiles were then used to identify groups to target in upcom-
ing political events and create content to influence the opinions of millions. This example 
of digital mass surveillance is speculated by journalists working for The Guardian to have 
altered the outcome for two extremely important political events (Cadwalladr, 2017).  The 
information gathered from our data on Facebook helped push swing voters to align their 
opinions in a manner that served a conservative worldview affecting the 2016 UK referen-
dum to leave the EU, and Donald Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign.

The intrusive cycle of data collection exhibited by Cambridge Analytica is not unique and 
serves as a cautionary tale on how our data can be collected and shared without our con-
sent. Data is the most sought-after commodity in the digital age, it demonstrates a power 
capable of manipulating humans globally to behave in a way that benefits those surveilling 
us. People who use platforms like Facebook are expected to trust their data in the hands of 
the service being used, despite the controversies of data misuse. After the scandal broke, 
Facebook apologised for a breach of trust and highlighted the change of third-party data 
use by apps (Statt, 2018). The model of asking for forgiveness over permission is far too 
common when governments allow companies to self-regulate their data protection policies.

Meta (Facebook) continues to prioritise the economic incentive of data surveillance which 
has enabled them to become a social media empire. This ensures they have the data to 
create detailed algorithms in order to keep us on the platforms from which they profit. The 
intricate system of surveillance capitalism has had large scale effects on both our ability to 
communicate with others and how we communicate. 

It is believed by human rights organisations such as Amnesty International, that without 
regulation both technology and social media companies will go to any length in order to 
produce profit at the expense of our privacy. This has been exhibited in the adoption of new 
and immersive technologies such as virtual assistants, a way to normalise the intrusive col-
lection of our data leading to identifiable forms of surveillance.  

From the growing use of the IoT to the digitalisation of government services, it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to exist in a world in which every action, need and interest acts as a 
form of digital currency.  The growing use of contactless technology is creating a cashless 
society (...). The COVID-19 pandemic has sped up the trajectory of our transition to the digi-
tal, highlighting the increasing importance of contactless technology as hygiene-related re-
quirements mean that fewer people want to touch a shared piece of hardware (Elias, 2020). 
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There is a growing culture of services providing ease of access for those who agree to share 
more intrusive types of data. The data types companies ask their customers to share span 
from a user’s current location to their biometrics. This gives the illusion of a more secure 
infrastructure, however it exacerbates data extraction and surveillance. As more people be-
come aware of the fight for digital privacy, companies have introduced monetary incentives 
to keep us online, producing content. 

Changing attitudes surrounding the consumption of social media has promoted the oc-
currence of nano and micro-influencers, the respective industry is predicted to reach $15 
billion in 2022 (Insider Intelligence, 2021). In turn, the consumption of an influencer’s con-
tent perpetuates the cycle of sharing content on social media sites, converting the consum-
er-based market into an amalgamation of producers in the  phenomenon of prosumerism 
(Toffler, 1980, p.266). This has been a direct response to an individual’s ability to gain social 
and economic status from sharing content online (...). Social media giants’ ability to control 
and influence our thoughts and behaviour highlight the potential longevity of their reign.  
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When discussing the evolution of Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) and its gradual integration 
into aspects of the photographic, it is worth 
considering the inseparable intersection 
between technology and the fallible human 
conception of the technology itself. In the 
case of Shalini Kantayya’s ‘Coded Bias,’ a 
concept developed in her 2020 documentary 
film, Kantayya critiques the separation of the 
fallible human condition, and subsequently, 
the technology that is conditioned by the 
human. The concept of ‘Coded Bias’ takes 
an intersectional approach to critiquing the 
institutional prejudices of Artificial Intelli-
gence, through race, class and gender. A key 
contributor to the 2020 documentary film is 
computer data science activist and self-pro-
fessed “Poet of Code” (2016), Dr Joy Buolam-
wini. Buolamwini’s activism surrounds the in-
stitutional and encoded inequity of AI, often 
through the photographic, via observational 
and visual techniques. Her MIT thesis, pub-
lished in 2017, “Gender Shades” examines the 
way in which facial recognition technology 
reflects the social and racial biases of modern 
society. Buolamwini’s research established, 
what she describes as “Intersectional accu-
racy disparities in commercial gender classi-
fication” by using widely available artificially 
intelligent computer vision systems provided 
by IBM, Microsoft, and Face++ within her 
research. The research found that, despite a 
relatively high level of accuracy in the ability 
to establish faces from the standardised sub-
ject imagery with a 90.54% accuracy across 
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the three systems, inaccuracies within the programmes were disproportionately found in 
recognising female subjects. The research also identified the system’s respective inaccu-
racies in the identification of “darker subjects” within the studies. Intersectional groups of 
darker female subjects being the least accurately represented by the facial analysis pro-
duced by artificially intelligent computer vision systems (ibid, 2018).

The issue of coded biases and prejudices, similar to those highlighted by Buolamwini’s gen-
der and race research, were brought to wider attention by the creation of Microsoft’s Ar-
tificial Intelligence “Twitter Chatbot,” Tay.AI. Tay, acronymous for “Thinking About You,” 
(Bass, 2016) was programmed to machine learn common ways of interacting in discussions 
on sights such as Twitter (CBSN, 2016). The intention was to create dialogue on social media, 
with a younger demographic. However, by creating a chatbot that used Twitter as the sole 
data set for machine learning, Tay developed a tendency to reflect the unsavoury elements 
of digital discourse. Machine learning from a fundamentally unregulated source of data in 
a manner that CNET commentator Jeff Bakalar (2016) allegorised as “Hive-minded,” Micro-
soft’s Tay began generating racist and “inflammatory” Tweets. The chatbot was terminated 
by Microsoft after 16 hours. However, it reiterates the potential dangers of having unregu-
lated, artificially intelligent systems, that have not been trained in anti-racism and in further 
prejudice preventative measures.

These technological imperfections, however, are not the consequence of the AI systems, 
but are reflective of the society in which they are constructed. Without greater structural 
developments and reform, a risk to inclusivity will continue to be posed within photographic 
uses of AI.

The encoded biases within technology have presented themselves in past iterations of pho-
tographic development, a primary example being Kodak’s regressive assistive film develop-
ment process. (…) The photographic based manufacturer, Kodak, was a key contributor to 
the evolution of the industry, the brand being synonymous with the photographic film era 
of the mid-twentieth century. The brand assumed a position of authority within the photo-
graphic industry, in which they produced an array of products, ranging from the camera to 
the development process itself. Part of this development process included the now contro-
versial Kodak ‘Shirley Card’ (1944).

As an early example of facial recognition within the photographic, the ‘Shirley Card’ was 
presented with the intention of providing visual assistance in the development of film and 
subsequent printing processes by providing a reference for skin tone calibration (Roth, 
2009). The ‘Shirley Card’ itself, was an image of a Caucasian Kodak employee, named Shirley 
(CogX, 2021). This proved problematic due to its racially exclusive nature, as highlighted by 
Rob Glaser; “colours were being calibrated for Caucasians and were not being calibrated 
for darker skin tones” (CITATION). This existence of photography related facial recognition 
bias continued through to the 1970s in the ‘Shirley Card’ (ibid, 2021), with Kodak’s colour 
calibration generating a similar encoded racial inequity to that outlined by Buolamwini’s 
research. Writing for Shutterstock, Asia Ewart (2020) documents Kodak’s response to the 
accusations surrounding the ‘Shirley Card,’ with the 1980s introduction of Kodak Gold Max 
to the brand’s range of photographic film and a racially inclusive ‘Shirley Card’ in 1996, in-
cluding non-white representation. Kodak Gold Max aimed to capture a wider range of dark-
er skin colours, seemingly heralding the age of the digital camera, an age in which there is 
no longer a necessity for the problematic ‘Shirley Card.’

As fresh technology emerges, so do the dangers surrounding the application of such tech-
nologies. Facial recognition has developed from the analogue adoption of the ‘Shirley 
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Card,’ within photography, toward an increasingly complex and active set of mechanisms. 
This increasing complexity of computer vision and imagery based facial analytics has de-
veloped the visual, yet subversive, practice of Deepfake imagery. Dave Johnson (2021), of 
the Business Insider, describes the process of generating computer imagery based Deep-
fakes as “When artificial intelligence is programmed to replace one person’s likeness with 
another”. The process takes the fundamental principles of machine and deep learning to 
unprecedented levels of accuracy. As a result, Deepfake systems have an increasing degree 
of versatility in AI- based facial manipulation. Agarwal et al. (2019), in their Berkeley Univer-
sity Deepfake workshop, ‘Protecting World Leaders Against Deep Fakes,’ suggest this has 
‘led to a dramatic increase in the realism of fake content and the accessibility in which it can 
be created’. Deepfake imagery has a wide scope of functions and outputs, one of which be-
ing the common usage for comedic vehicles, such as political satire. Examples of Deepfake 
imagery and interventions may, however, portray a comedic lightness on a topic where the 
consequences are far from funny. Subbarao Kambhampati, a computer science professor at 
Arizona State University, has warned, “In the longer run, I think it will be impossible to dis-
tinguish between the real pictures and the fake pictures” (Metz, 2019). These concerns are 
elaborated by Agarwal et al. (2019), who suggests that such technologies may, as a result of 
this abstraction of visual and photographic truth, “pose a significant threat to our democra-
cy, national security, and society”. 

In addition to the culture of political manipulation, Deepfake artificial technology has been 
increasingly used maliciously in the pornographic industries. The ability to “replace one per-
son’s likeness with another” (Johnson, 2021) using AI, has produced a perverse visual culture, 
in which pornographic Deepfakes have saturated the Internet. According to a report from 
Deeptrace, the “cybersecurity company providing deep learning and computer vision tech-
nologies for the detection and online monitoring of synthetic media,” pornographic Deep-
fake visual content constituted “96% of the total deepfake videos online” (Ajder et al. 2019). 
The research and findings from Deeptrace, highlights the disturbing nature of the Deepfake 
process, with the likeness of unsuspecting people being used for malicious and perverse in-
tentions. The pornographic market for the deepfake usage of Artificial Intelligence, can be 
argued to be profoundly misogynistic. Deeptrace’s 2019 report described the process, with-
in its pornographic context, as “non-consensual,” and further to this, their research found 
“videos targeting hundreds of female celebrities” had amassed over “134 million views” on 
the four most prevalent sites “dedicated to deepfake pornography” (Patrini et al. 2019). In 
the demographic breakdown of the victims of the “non-consensual” manifestation of Deep-
fake visual content, Deeptrace’s research found Deepfake pornography to be a medium 
that “exclusively targets and harms women,” suggesting that of “deepfake pornography 
websites, 100%” of the subjects targeted were female. Whilst the research emphasises the 
obvious misogyny within this industry, there is a degree of implausibility surrounding the 
“100%” claim itself, with the risk of gender misidentification within their analysis and as a re-
sult, the research runs the risk of being gender exclusive and disregarding potential victims 
who identify within other gender demographics. The study, however, makes reference to 
the “Top 5 deepfake pornography websites,” and does not include material being shared on 
broadly unregulated social media platforms, such as Twitter and Reddit. The statistical com-
parison of pornographic deepfake websites and YouTube’s representation of deepfakes, 
provided by Deeptrace (ibid, 2019), also raises questions in regard to such comparisons, with 
the research making no reference to the statistical relevance of a comparison between the 
“Top 14 deepfake YouTube channels” and “Top 5 Deepfake pornographic websites” in terms 
of viewership or footfall. The categorisation of Deepfakes within the cybersecurity compa-
ny’s research, as outlined within their methodology, also focuses on overt Deepfake sources 
in their manual searches and therefore potentially omits content that does not brand itself 
as such. This in itself highlights the issue with this format of visual content; content that 



96

is created on the basis of visual manipulation is unlikely, therefore, to be entrusted with 
labelling itself as such, if the intention is manipulation. This may be particularly evident in 
identifying more illicit content, in relation to the sheer burden of perverse, pornographic 
Deepfake manipulations. The Deepfake pornography that targets celebrities is a prime ex-
ample of content that may seek to subvert the process of self-identification, in the context 
of visual manipulation techniques. By complying with a conventional process of identifying 
any content as a Deepfake may detract from the manipulative purpose of origin and run 
the risk that such illicit content may be removed at the request of the subject in question. 
The figures produced by Deeptrace may well be a significant under-estimation due to, what 
Agarwal et al. (2019), describe as a “dramatic increase in the realism of fake content and the 
accessibility in which it can be created”.

The nature of these comparisons may be questioned in their comparability and the fallibility 
of the subsequent searches; however, the generalised overview of Deeptrace’s demograph-
ic analysis, is unequivocal in highlighting the misogynistic manner in which the Artificial 
Intelligent deepfake systems target female subjects. Therefore, reiterating the notion that 
technology will reflect the flaws of its human conception.
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This state of existence is like no other; you 
are not strange for doubting the normality of 
the computational age - the impact of mod-
ern advancements are often deeply felt but 
insufficiently understood. We exist present-
ly, imagining futures and carrying with us his-
tories that are not simple. The same goes for 
our environment, living things and objects.

With a fourth industrial revolution looming, 
one in which “we can expect a fundamental 
change in the way we live, work, and relate 
to each other” (Skeen, 2021, p.14), not only 
do we need to consider that “new technol-
ogies alter rather than simply add to the 
resources of art” (Savedoff, 1997, p.201) but 
also more all-encompassing problems. What 
happens to our previous realities as the glob-
al brain collects ever more data? Who will 
guide these changes and shape the future? 
Perhaps this task already falls on each of us. 
Even though we might not know what lies 
ahead, we mustn’t be paralysed by the fear 
of uncertainty. Thus, let us explore concerns 
surrounding the digital image, the context in 
which it functions and the impact these have 
on reality and Identity.

Into the Digital Realm we Fall

The internet and digital images are rapidly 
becoming more integrated with the actual. 
Considerations that take place in the context 
of a digital space as opposed to a physical 
form are relatively new to most, and thus, 
still difficult.

Our Descent into  
the Digital Image

Beth Rankin
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According to Jean Baudrillaud, a transition into ‘hyperreality’ occurs alongside the shift from 
representation into simulation - a world where the model becomes more important than 
the real. Mark Nunes suggests that “we are standing at the brink of such a moment, marked  
primarily  by  the  emerging  presence  of  a  virtual  world” (Nunes, 1995, p.315); this for us is 
made up of a variety of visuals that come together as virtual experiences.

The internet may be figurative but, alas, the impact it has on the actual is not. We’ve become 
accustomed to visual language invading every aspect of us - now these representations are 
a massive part of how we understand not

only the internet but also the world outside of it. How do we get a sense of this impact? Alvin 
Toffler recommends that we examine change “not merely from the grand perspectives of 
history, but also from the vantage point of the living, breathing individuals who experience 
it” (1990, p.1). So is there a format, outside of formal writing, through which people are ex-
pressing concern or discomfort with new technologies within the digital space itself?

The internet meme (a contemporary medium of expression which utilises digital images) is 
a process that’s fundamentally important to virtual social spaces. “Under  communicative  
capitalism,  images  transformed into  signs  embody  the  current  concatenation  of  knowl-
edge  and  machines”  (Emmelhainz,  2015); it’s an effective way to express even complex 
ideas through visuals and small amounts of text. They can often be simply decoded and 
quickly understood so turning to internet memes to express oneself is increasingly preva-
lent.

Perhaps this is a way for people to feel seen, heard and ultimately something to connect to 
- an outpouring of trauma from what is, for many of us, such isolating and disempowering 
times. We are beginning to see traces of a collective digital unconscious, one that can be 
tracked and recorded.

We can look to meme culture to gain insight on conversations in digital space as well as 
issues which individuals appear to be struggling with. Once we are able to outline such con-
siderations, we can further explore them with the intention of understanding causes and 
possible solutions

 
To Defeat the Myth of the Simple Image

Problems of what constitutes reality which are present in the computational age have al-
ways existed within methods of visual representation, and this can be evidenced within con-
siderations of photography. We must understand how images shape realities.

Images rely on perspective. Even before post production, even with documentary and an-
alogue photography, we’ve always had a higher level of control over images we create than 
was often considered. Barbara Savedoff makes the argument that the freedom of digital 
artists may threaten the perceived special connection that photography has with the world, 
and that “with the loss of this perceived connection, photography’s special surreal fascina-
tion may be lost” ( 1997, p.212). However if we are able to appreciate the painting as coming 
from the hands of a painter, we should be able to regard photography with the same respect. 
Photographs should be thought to illustrate rather than reveal whether the intervention 
and transformation of the outcome is obvious or not. It shouldn’t be of detriment to either 
medium to not blindly trust the images we see.



99

We need to shift how we see photographs and the language and ideologies that surround 
images if we are to sensibly navigate the digital world of images. We should try to be more 
sceptical of images and cultivate awareness of the societal changes they inspire.

 
Through the Screen

Even with conscientious image making and increased transparency surrounding representa-
tions, there are yet more problems which arise with digitization and hyperreality. As this 
plethora of new experiences and possibilities arise are the old ones becoming obsolete? If 
we are spending more time in an online ‘world’ we will be losing time in the real world. So 
what of our identities in digital spaces?

What we see of someone’s online persona, their digital self, is a curated idea of who they are. 
To an extent then, this is a somewhat fictional identity and we may be all becoming paradox-
es of our own making. A digital self - the Schrodinger’s cat of identity - it exists and it does 
not, both a truth and a lie, alive and dead.

But as Jaron Lanier describes there are two different versions of us present on social media. 
One which is obsessively tended (as described above) and the unfiltered raw data that’s sold 
to third party advertisers - which he describes as the deepest and most valuable secret in 
the world (2014, p.105). This information is rarely seen by people and even more rarely un-
derstood, but is constantly being utilised by algorithms.

Algorithms are growing increasingly targeted and we are being presented with personalised 
versions of reality. Online space can be understood as a digital hall of mirrors in which we 
aren’t explicitly faced with our own reflection: instead masses of information that has been 
curated for us - based on us. Here lies new questions surrounding digital autonomy and the 
personalised symbiosis that is evolving between us, the algorithms that we choose to inter-
act with and the media we’re exposed to that functions outside of our control.

How do we navigate contemporary life without handing over the keys to our minds? Perhaps 
by asking this question we are already providing the answer. Awareness and conscientious 
action will be an important defence tactic against ‘prepackaged identities’ and widespread 
identity crisis. In deconstructing how we understand ourselves or the technologies that in-
fluence us we are able to disempower ideas of fixed states of being and digital ‘picture-per-
fect’ versions of ourselves. Modern identity exists in flux for good reason: we are adaptable 
and must be to survive. In accepting that we are perhaps a collection of different learning 
processes rather than a finished product there is more room for explorative thinking.

 
And Towards the Machine

We should understand the inner workings of the algorithms that are becoming more prom-
inent because if we are to find solutions, we must first outline the problems with how they 
function.

We’re facing a state of data feudalism under surveillance capitalism: even “as you read this, 
thousands of remote computers are refining secret models of who you are” (Lanier, 2014, 
p.7). Most online platforms are exploitative in nature. When our data is being bought and 
sold: we have become a product and our privacy has been violated.
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We can heed warnings from fiction as our technologies rapidly advance. Both utopian and 
dystopian narratives describe what has not yet come to pass. ‘The Machine Stops’ for exam-
ple, written by E.M. Forster in 1909, describes a future where people exist physically isolated 
from each other and the actual world - of their own choice. They spend their lives in their 
own separate rooms with their modern technologies, called ‘the machine’, meeting their 
every need. Parallels can be drawn with our lives now. We must fight against a future of ‘the 
machine stops’, in which people find themselves terrified of their own humanity, personal 
experiences or any traces of the actual.

 
But the Future is Ours for the Taking

The promise of an open source digital realm without virtual landlords is a dream that lives 
on, it still inspires the imagination. We can set sail for a new utopia. Not by ourselves, not 
immediately, but we’re still theorising, still considering and still learning - we can imagine a 
better future.

We should push against any divisive and dehumanising new cultures or ideologies we find 
seeping out of change, in favour of serving public interest and empowerment. Further, as 
the prominence of algorithms and automation continues to grow, “Always  beware  of  out-
sourcing  responsibility  to  think  for  yourself”  (Bartlett,  2018, p.208). Let each of us ask 
more questions with the goal of inspiring each other to make our own judgments.

A wealth of ideas, ways of thinking and executing different artistic visions is vitally impor-
tant to understand ourselves, each other, the past and future possibilities; we need each 
other, for together we are capable of being a far more powerful machine than anything we 
invent or feed.

 
Conclusion

For now, in a world completely oversaturated with digital content, to consider any image 
or representation as ‘reality’ is a disservice to all involved. Both are lacking elements of the 
source or subject which fundamentally separates either from the actual. This does not ren-
der it less valuable but rather inarguably a different experience. The amount that a body of 
work can investigate is extremely limited by the confines of tech and it benefits us to realise 
this, so not to exacerbate confusions of identity or reality. If we are living in a state of hyper-
reality, it will soothe our minds once we understand that this is the case.

Thinking in retrospect of the issues I have raised, I believe that we would benefit from a 
dismantling of binary thinking - computers run on binary code but we mustn’t. Down with 
objective truth! The world does not exist as a black and white photograph. In a time when 
the boundaries between what exists inside and out of the screen grow thinner, it’s an injus-
tice to simplify everything so. When it comes to technology “We are not constrained by a 
binary choice between ‘accept and live with it’ and ‘reject and live without it’. Instead, take 
dramatic technological change as an invitation to reflect on who we are and how we see the 
world” (Schwab, 2017, p. 4). Thus, let us all turn our attention inwards, investigate what we 
find important, contemplate our own perspectives, ethics and act accordingly to the best of 
our abilities. We do not have to go willingly into a future we do not agree with.
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The world we currently live in, specifically 
the West, has seen a huge historical shift in 
visual culture from paintings and analogue 
photography to the digital era of the instant 
smartphone camera. As early as the fifteenth 
century, depictions of the self were created 
through paintings, etchings, and drawings, 
simply by referring to the reflection of one-
self. Today, we are oversaturated with image-
ry where observation and visual experience 
become an essential means of self- rep-
resentation.

Growing up in a time where technologies 
have advanced rapidly, I have developed an 
increasing awareness of the impact that im-
ages within the digital world may have on 
people as they mature in everyday life, notic-
ing both the positive and negative influences 
it carries. My ideas have been influenced by 
my younger sisters, paying attention to their 
response to the world around them as they 
develop. Although this topic of discussion 
may seem as though I am solely addressing 
women throughout, I should mention that 
my goal is to write for the new and contem-
porary generation and for those eager to un-
derstand it, regardless of gender.

There is a need to consider the purpose of 
the self-portrait, how is it read, and how 
significant or insignificant it is in the way it 
monopolises culture in the present day. The 
self-portrait was once thought to be a more 
artistic process, carefully considered with a 
sense of control, often as a means of self- ex-

The Self Portrait  
in the digital age

Rebecca King
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pression or representation and as an exploration of the individual and their identity. How-
ever, there are many other things that can be considered when recognising the implications 
of this practice. It could be thought of as an impulsive decision, a claim, an experimental 
medium to construct oneself, an act of narcissism, provocation, or ‘is it the unanswerable 
question of seduction and/or destruction?’ (Elkins 1996, p. 170). Could it be the purpose to 
capture a version of yourself unseen by others or a process of self-creation- of how you wish 
to be seen?

Now the process is much more instant with less depth. In 2013, the Oxford dictionary con-
fronted the advancing technological changes and introduced the word Selfie, n. to describe 
the instantaneity of taking a snap. ‘A photograph that one has taken of oneself, esp. one tak-
en with a smartphone or webcam and shared via social media’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 
2003) with which, of course, we are familiar today. Although this term was introduced 9 years 
ago, compared to the centuries of self-portraits, this concept is a new one. A straightfor-
ward way of demonstrating how the self-portrait has been shaped by the digital age would 
simply be to state that it has adapted into this new form called the selfie. However, these two 
practices hold a complex relation with one another.

Due to this huge shift in the way in which the self-image is produced and consumed, it 
seems as though the difference between the self-portrait since the very beginning of the 
digital age (around mid to late nineties) completely differs from that of the self-portrait 
today. Although this may be true and there are certainly things which tell these two times 
apart, there are also some similarities in relation to the self-image throughout this period.

The photographic and its implications can alter the human experience, often causing con-
tinuous regulation of the self to feel content. Lynda Nead in The Female Nude writes

…[w]oman looks at herself in the mirror; her identity is framed by the abundance of images 
that define femininity. She is framed – experiences herself as image or representation – by 
the edges of the mirror and then judges the boundaries of her own form and carries out any 
necessary self-regulation (Nead 2002, p. 11).

Though I am not specifying female experience only, I am writing from a relatable perspec-
tive where I feel as though Nead’s comments are applicable to this discussion, alongside 
Lacan’s theoretical reference of ‘the fragmented body’ (Lacan 2006, p. 4). These ideas are 
relevant the notion of aggressivity between image and self, demonstrated in the work of 
Francesca Woodman.

The use the use of multiple frames within the image creates a sense of refraction, active-
ly suggesting that the ‘fragmented body’ (Lacan 2006, p. 4) and inhabited experience is 
tense. Deborah Levy (2018) describes Woodman’s presence in the images as ‘a subject that 
is erased yet recognisable’, which has significant ramifications to the experience of self as an 
image – somewhat familiar but unreachable.

Forty years on from the self-portraiture of Woodman, the use of accessible technology has 
made it an undoubtably effortless process (technically not mentally) for humans to self-reg-
ulate and conform to social constructs - in the sense of technology allowing them to. In 
The Evolution of the Image, Rubinstein describes the frame as ‘a constant reminder that 
the photograph struggles to maintain an equilibrium between its claim for realism and the 
obvious fact that it is detached from the real’ (Rubinstein 2018, p. 104). This idea, alongside 
the notion of self-regulation, is still notable today with the introduction of filters, allowing 
and encouraging a sort of demoralised behavior in altering oneself.
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When considering the self-image, there is also a need to consider the space in which it is 
presented, the public or the private. The translation of the self into an image within the 
digital age is often thought to be relative to the curation of online profiles using self-por-
traiture. ‘Roland Barthes, so long ago, already named this new social value of photography 
the ‘publicity of the private’. (Bohr and Sliwinska 2018, p.21)

Cindy Sherman and Amalia Ulman are both artists that have defined the practice of self-por-
traiture in the digital age and undergo Giorgio Agamben’s idea of the persona. ‘Persona 
originally means “mask,” and it is through the mask that the individual acquires a role and a 
social identity.’ (Agamben 2009, p. 47).

Within Sherman’s practice, her self-image is public but also seemingly private. Sherman’s 
work is assembled by bringing into play the idea of the unreachable. In contrast to Wood-
man, who portrays herself as an unreachable subject, Sherman, contemporaneously shows 
how reachable these materialistic entities can be - distinctly achieved though the creation 
of a persona. Her work could also suggest a sort of empathy towards the fragility of women 
that carry out this idea self-regulation and replicate themselves as representational images 
of femininity in real life.

Amalia Ulman’s Instagram-based art project offers her own sociological perspective sur-
rounding fact and fiction within the digital age. Braidotti’s proposition in her book Post-
human Knowledge, in which she claims that ‘Posthuman thinking is post-identitarian and 
relational: it turns the self away from a focus on its own identity into a threshold of active 
becoming’ (Braidotti 2019, pp. 44-45). This idea of ‘active becoming’ (Braidotti 2019, p. 45) 
seems much more relative in the current day than the notion of wearing a ‘mask’ (Agamben 
2009, p. 47). It could even suggest the reason as to why many choose to adopt a persona 
online, since the world of digital imagery is a fast-paced, evolving environment, humans are 
constantly and actively focusing on the construction of oneself to become rather than just 
being.

With automatic assumption, the conclusion of the proposed investigation might answer, 
yes, the notion of the photographic self-portrait has changed since the conception of the 
digital age.

However, I have also attempted to identify the ways in which the self-portrait has remained 
familiar for the duration of this period. The huge shift and advancement of technologies 
have adapted in the way in which the self-image is produced and consumed. Over time, the 
self-portrait has simply just reinvented itself in response to the world and it fast paced en-
vironment where this idea of active becoming (Braidotti 2019, p. 45) has become the driving 
force behind the self and the images it produces.

Nead’s idea surrounding the experience of oneself as an image or representation (Nead 
2002, p.11) aided the shaping of the self-regulation process, identified in both the self-por-
traiture of Woodman and the photographic of the present day. A striking difference in the 
way in which the notion of self-regulation was read is that, rather than simply conforming 
to social constructs, Woodman takes an alternative route and confronts her fragmentation. 
With less imagery in circulation at the very start of the digital age, there would have been 
room for selectiveness with the kinds of imagery consumed. However, the contemporary 
generation are almost unaware, since the only kind of imagery in circulation is that which 
gets force-fed to them by the automation of algorithms.

I have recognised the complexities of the translation of the self into an image in the present 
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day, as the response to the experience of oneself as an image or representation (Nead 2002, 
p. 11). Images can easily be projected into the world which results in the loss of any control 
of the self-image, emphasising the honest fact that it is detached from the real (Rubinstein 
2018, p. 104).

The curation of online profiles comes with concerns surrounding the public and private. The 
analysis into these ideas, lead me to realise that even if deemed to be offline and ‘switched 
off’ from the digital world, you just simply are not. The self-images that you think belongs 
to you, doesn’t anymore. Once they are publicly displayed on image-based networks, they 
feed into a cycle.

The consideration that external desire is an essential means to the construction of the self- 
image, takes me back to the previously asked question, could this mean that to represent 
ourselves we undergo some form of self-regulation? To represent ourselves, we must be 
constructed, our self-construction is constituted by desire and our desires are accumulated 
during the self-regulation process in which we experience misrepresentation. This process 
of thought has guided me to believe that, now more than ever, in any form or self-portrai-
ture I observe, the self is lost. Since the conception of the digital age one cannot ignore that 
the self-portrait has become the definition of today’s visual culture.
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