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1. Introduction 

Every year, we are presented with repackaged stories about slavery, police brutality or any 
other kind of Black struggle on our cinema screens. Occasionally, they prove so popular that 
they go on to achieve multiple awards. Each year with the advent of Black History Month we 
see stories both old and new about drugs, gang crime, sex, racism and fighting for justice. We 
see the same old documentaries about Black activists, revered jazz musicians and rappers. 
What is more difficult to find is a Black love story, not a love story tainted by ‘sufferation’ but 
simply boy meets girl who fall in love and get married; or a couple that have regular relationship 
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problems that are not directly related to their race. Unlike the plethora of white romance films, 
love always appears to be a secondary theme in modern films about Black people and Black 
lives. What we see instead is the exacerbation of their struggles through the continuum of 
films that do not set out to fill us with joy, but rather serve to remind us of the issues that we 
face daily. I would like to introduce the term ‘sufferation’ as a West Indian proverb pertaining 
to great hardship in life, particularly related to socioeconomic struggles. In the wider context, 
the impact of slavery and colonialism has placed Black people in a perpetual state of existence 
that prevents them from having access to progression in society. 

The health blog The Mighty defines trauma porn as “media that showcases a group’s pain 
and trauma in excessive amounts for the sake of entertainment” (J, 2020), stating that it also 
“has the tendency to cater to the non-marginalized person’s ego versus actually helping the 
marginalized person depict what life is really like for them” (J, 2020). This manifests itself in 
the viral distribution of videos showing brutal violence against innocent and unarmed Black 
people, as much as it does by way of centralising different variations of the same pain in films 
shown on the big screen. 

If we solely focused on the phenomenon of Hollywood and films that are widely accessible at cinema, it 
is completely feasible that one could conclude that love does not exist in Black communities – although 
this is clearly not true. Love is the thing that binds people together, irrespective of creed or colour and 
is vital to those who face continuous oppression and struggle. Imagine for a moment while watching 
another story of ‘trauma porn’ we noticed the presence of love in the script, we would see that it 
manifests itself in all capacities – whether familial or romantic. Yet the space made for the telling of how 
these relationships are formed has been insufficient and little importance is given to how they exist. 

In this thesis, I wish to determine why these stories are not made visible, whether the act of gatekeeping 
has become dominant or whether we have simply moved on from an idealistic approach to the role of 
film in this modern society. Although the focal point of this work is the Black romance film, I will also 
explore and touch on wider issues that affect Black writers and directors across other genres. I also 
wish to discuss how the quest for equal representation requires re-evaluation in order for significant 
progress to be made. This work will centre around three case studies of Black films released in the last 
five years, that have been categorised as ‘romance’ films and examples of how the love story can be 
clouded by social commentary. Finally, I will offer and discuss possible solutions that allow the artist to 
maintain their artistic integrity. 

2. Romance and the Black Romance 

I shall begin by looking at what constitutes a romance film. According to Filmsite, romance 
films are stories that take us through “the romantic, affectionate involvement of the main 
characters” (Filmsite, no date), making “the love story or search for love the main plot focus” 
(Filmsite, no date). They also mention that this is normally a heterosexual relationship which 
ends in “courtship or marriage” (Filmsite, no date). In more progressive filmmaking we see 
changes in the configuration of these relationships, with a large percentage of romance films 
ending without an answer or establishment made about their relationship. This could be a 
rekindling after a fallout, or perhaps ending on the couple walking off into the distance which 
leaves room for the viewer to assume a happily ever after. Sources claim there are many sub 
genres within the romance category, however they are not concrete as many romance films 
tend to fluctuate between either. There are also potential obstacles for the prospective couple 
such as distance, social status or finances, but essentially films of this genre “serve as great 
escapes and fantasies for viewers” (Filmsite, no date). We see this reflected in the success 
of the love story. Almost all films have a love story embedded in the plot, whether this is 
something that it is explored in depth or just in passing. This is plausible as love is present 
all around us in its different guises. According to IMDB, the highest ever grossing romantic 
drama - based on sales in North America without accounting for inflation - is Titanic (1997) 
with a domestic gross of $659,363,944 (IMBD, 2018). This is followed by Ghost (1990) with 
$217,631,306 (IMDB, 2018) and Pearl Harbor (2001) with $198,542,554 (IMDB, 2018). It may 
not surprise you to know that none of the remaining films on this list are Black romance films. 

The mid 1990s – mid 2000s was arguably the golden decade of the Black romance film. Prior 
to this period Claudine in 1974 and Mahogany in 1975 were the only earlier offerings. Spike 
Lee’s She’s Gotta Have It was released in 1986, recognised at the time for its progressiveness 
depicting a Black woman navigating polygamy, something which is still a taboo to this day. The 
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emotional development and connection of the protagonist within her relationships negatively 
impacted her and did not receive the development its complexity deserved. In turn it sought 
to make Nola’s relationship with sex the focal point of the story. The next offerings saw the 
release of what would become the cult ‘hood classics’ Boyz n the Hood (1991), Straight Out of 
Brooklyn (1991) and New Jack City (1991).

Boomerang arrived in 1992, heralding a move towards Black romance films. It was both funny 
and sexy, all the simple things expected from a romantic comedy. The story depicted Black 
people living a middle-class lifestyle, as marketing executives and art directors with effortless 
upward mobility, something that would become a common thread in some of the Black films 
that followed. Subsequently we saw films such as Poetic Justice (1992), Jason’s Lyric (1994), 
The Inkwell (1994) and Waiting to Exhale (1995). 

(fig 1) Theodore Witcher, Love Jones, 1997 

In 1997, Theodore Witcher gave us his directorial debut Love Jones. It followed the 
relationship between two artists, poet Darius Lovehall and photographer Nina Mosley. This film 
offered an alternative Black romance, based on the passions of the main characters. The film 
was popular with Black audiences without any trauma porn in sight, offering a realistic attempt 
at a genuine love story. Witcher presented his characters in the context of a world familiar 
only to a limited demographic and unfamiliar to the many. Black people were existing in a life 
surrounded by other upcoming Black artists, writers, teachers, walking around record stores 
and coffee shops. Hollywood had not made space for an ‘other’ in films about Black people, 
and Love Jones was an important milestone in showcasing the broad spectrum that we exist 
within. 

Perhaps white audiences and critics would have preferred something less wholesome. It 
was snubbed following its release, and like many other ‘atypical’ Black films did not receive 
appropriate promotion that would have maximised its audiences, therefore it did not make 
money. Charles V Richardson, then president of Tri-Ad Communication Group – an agency 
that specialised in marketing aimed at the Black community – once stated that the market was 
“not accustomed to dealing with black product, so they’re not familiar with what makes things 
work” (Bates, 1991). Over half a decade later things had not improved significantly. One review 
of Love Jones stated that “standard romantic melodrama rears its head rather more than is 
necessary, and the film loses a bit of the freshness and individuality that sustain it” (McCarthy, 
1997). The review is problematic in that the critic suggests that they stuck to the formula too 
much. The suggestion that Nina travelling on an old-fashioned train would illicit complaints is 
spurious. Love Jones is a romantic melodrama, so to criticise it for doing what it set out to do 
is unwarranted. 
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Love Jones (1997) made just under $3 million dollars profit at the box office, therefore it is not 
surprising to learn that Theodore Witcher has not directed another film since. He has however, 
stated in many interviews that many people still approach him with positive reviews. This is a 
testament to the ideological impact that films have on us and particularly those that are often 
under and wrongly represented. Although the films mentioned in this chapter were neither 
financially successful nor critically acclaimed, they remain films that are enjoyed continuously 
within our community. The films gave rise to a collective of actors and actresses that would 
form a ‘Black Hollywood’ – Morris Chestnut, Nia Long, Taye Diggs and Sanaa Lathan to name a 
few. Consistent work and jobs were created for these actors and many owe their fame to these 
films. As it becomes increasingly more difficult for young people to see positive affirmations of 
Black love, these films become increasingly important. It is fascinating to note also that none 
of the issues that were faced by Black people in the 1990s have been eradicated or improved 
dramatically enough to warrant the disappearance of the Black love story.

3. The rise of the struggle film 

“A culture that is not ready for black writers to experiment with the written word will be all the more 
closed to the idea of engaging experimental images. No matter what a filmmaker dreams of doing in his 
or her imagination, there has to be a reality base where those dreams are realised. It is hard for black 
filmmakers to let their imaginations soar when they face a culture that is still so closed. Many filmmakers 
feel they are still trying to convince mainstream culture that they can actually make standard films.” 
(hooks, 1996, p.104) 

Between 2011 and 2016 we saw The Help (2011), Django Unchained (2012), Belle (2013), 12 
Years A Slave (2013), Selma (2014), Mandela: Long Walk to Freedom (2014) Dear White People 
(2014), Fences (2016) and 13th (2016). The last decade has provided us with a proliferation 
of Black stories focusing on Black struggles and everything that accompanies it. Whether 
retelling stories of slavery, newer tales of police brutality or unjust criminal justice systems, we 
have seen the plight of Black people sold to us for our entertainment. What is surprising is the 
reception of these films. 12 Years A Slave (2013) received nine Academy Award nominations 
and won three for Best Adapted Screenplay, Best Picture and Best Supporting Actress. Steve 
McQueen had become both the first ever Black British producer and director to receive the 
prestigious Best Picture award, as seen below in fig. 2. It later went on to win two BAFTA’s and 
a Golden Globe for Best Motion Picture – Drama. The film was also crowned 44th in a BBC poll 
of the top 100 films of the 21st Century (BBC, 2016). I would like to point out that in a list of 100 
films by critics from ‘all continents minus Antarctica’, 4 out of 100 films were directed by Black 
people – all men – and two of these films feature all Black casts: one is about the occupation 
of jihadists in Mali and the other is about slavery. 

fig. 2 Steve McQueen & cast at the Oscars, 2014 
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Some more recent productions have taken a more unconventional approach than recognisable 
and obviously barbaric imagery of slaves being beaten - enter BlackKKKlansman (2018) - but 
the central themes of sufferation still remain. These stories are more recently starting to be 
packaged in the form of miniseries’ such as American Son (2019), Seven Seconds (2018) and 
When They See Us (2019) which are usually more diluted than those we see on the big screen, 
yet just as critically acclaimed. The success of these dramas surrounding Black trauma leave 
little to no space for the remaining stories to tell. 

It should then be no surprise to know that it is not only the romance genre in which Black 
filmmakers and script-writers are struggling to breakthrough. In her journal article on the lack 
of Black directors within the science fiction genre, writer Maryann Erigha makes a fascinating 
point. She states that due to the typecasting of Black directors being encouraged to make films 
about comedy or violence, ironically these are the exact attributes that are required for most 
science fiction and franchise films, “but due to their lucrative nature, African Americans remain 
largely underrepresented in those genres” (Erigha, 2016, p.554) 

“A close look at the genres of over 1,600 films distributed by Hollywood companies between 
2000 and 2011 reveals that Black directors are nearly absent in both the sci-fi genre and the 
related fantasy genre….Overall, Black directors comprised 7% of directors compared with 88% 
White directors…This disparity only grows in the sci fi/fantasy genre wherein African Americans 
directed less than 2% of films” (Erigha, 2016, p.556)

(fig. 3) Lee & Low, The Diversity Gap in 
Sci-Fi & Fantasy Films, 2014 

If these are the statistics for directorial or crew roles, we can safely assume that even less 
Black actors are being casted for any acting roles in this white dominated sector – as seen 
in fig.3. For a genre fuelled on imagination and making the impossible possible, there is 
absolutely no reason why Black people are left out of this genre. Surely all the trauma we 
face should allow us the opportunity to imagine a different world for ourselves. 

“As major bastions of cultural production, Hollywood films reach national and 
international audiences and are, therefore, more likely than non-Hollywood films (e.g., 
independent, avant-garde, or experimental) to have a greater ideological impact on 
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American and global culture (A. Collins, Hand, & Snell, 2002; Schatz, 2009). To that end, 
African Americans’ inclusion in media production is important to instill diverse voices in 
mass-distributed popular culture stories” (Erigha, 2016, p.551) 

Interestingly this article was written two years prior to the release of Black Panther in 2018, 
which naturally fuelled more conversation regarding the lack of cast and crew diversity in 
these incredibly profitable genres. On the death of the late Chadwick Boseman in 2019, 
hundreds and thousands of tributes were circulating the legacy of specifically what that film 
meant to Black people and particularly Black children. For Black people and all minorities 
underrepresented in mainstream media, the ideological impact of greater and more diverse 
representation amounts to much more than sales figures or any amount of economic success. 
Although less of a physically tangible affect, emotionally a lot changes when we see different 
characters on our screens as it opens our eyes to the possibilities of what could be. Children 
can now get excited about dressing up as Black Panther for World Book Day, even more so 
than they do Batman or Spiderman. Black women in their twenties can see the complexities of 
dating and friendships and navigating careers through the lens of shows like Insecure (2016-). 
We like to be entertained by shows like Atlanta (2016-) or intrigued as much as we like to be 
able to relate. And seeing ourselves tackle a breadth of experiences helps us to do this. 

Unfortunately, the reality is that Black people have little agency. Given that there is already a 
lack of diversity lower down the food chain, we can assume this diminishes the higher up you 
go. If the gatekeepers do not look like us it reduces the possibility of having our stories told. 
Numerous interviews with Black directors unveiled the difficulties faced on telling new and 
different stories. On pitching a family story after the success of New Jack City (1991), Mario 
Van Peebles shares “they kept wanting to put the family in the ‘hood or on crack. “Hey”, they’d 
say, “the movies that make money are killer or shoot-em-up movies. Whatever makes money.” 
(Erigha, 2016 p.553 cited Rhines, 1996 p.870). In comparison, in the early 90s this wasn’t the 
case for white films. Pretty Woman released in 1990 made a worldwide box office revenue of 
over $432 million dollars and two years later came Sleepless in Seattle (1993) making $227 odd 
million dollars – both very nonviolent films. Ironically, the fact that Julia Robert’s character was 
a sex worker did not illicit any negativity or affect reviews or ratings.

Returning to this idea of trauma porn, it would appear that Hollywood displays a worrying 
relationship with this type of film. In an article discussing the purpose of producing such films, 
the writer mentions a passing joke made by actress Kate Winslet. “Winslet said as much on an 
episode of “Extras”: “I’ve noticed that if you do a film about the Holocaust, you’re guaranteed 
an Oscar” (Scott, 2008). The same can be echoed about films about slavery. It is rather 
unnerving to think that as quickly as these tragic trauma films are made, they are rewarded. It 
is a cycle that does not make much sense, particularly to the ancestors of the people depicted 
in those films. Perhaps the gatekeepers are afraid they will be labelled as anti-Semitic if they 
negatively reviewed a film about the Holocaust or racist if they do not look favourably on 
films about slavery. Rather than looking inwards and unpacking the systematic racism that 
exists in their industry – lack of representation and diverse stories across the board – they 
perpetuate the racism and trauma and then reward themselves by way of partial absolution of 
responsibility. 

It is improbable that there are not Black writers and directors across the world writing beautiful, 
heart-warming love stories. Ironically, they are aware that their stories are much less likely to 
make the big screens in favour of trauma porn. They have no choice but to product their work 
independently. And even if they do get the go ahead, they will likely be subjected to minimal 
advertisement and distribution further compromising their artistic vision for financial gain. They 
find themselves in a sunken place.

4. Love in a time of ‘wokeness’ 

Most people perceive love as something aspirational, about fantasy and dreams, so why 
would we not need more of these stories in a world like this. Film has traditionally been 
understood as a form of storytelling, factual or fiction, and many have seen the pure action of 
going to the cinema as a break from real life. Unfortunately, it seems that Black people are not 

afforded this luxury and instead we get to endure another tale of trauma or violence. 

Now it could be possible that film as a form of escapism will soon be an outdated notion, and 
the steady decline of the cinema due to the takeover of online streaming services will have 
definitely already altered our experience and relationship with film. It is also true that we cannot 
ignore the times we are living in and the work that still needs to be done. Art was always a 
political tool, and now it has much more power and hold than ever before. There is a sense 
that there must always be a social commentary in a film, otherwise there is no point to it or 
no takeaway for the viewer. Gone are the days of pure entertainment because it feels like a 
betrayal of the pain of the real world. What follows as a by-product of this school of thought is 
a rapidly growing sub-genre of films released under the guise of romance that have significantly 
heavy other themes which often distract us from the love in the story. 

The following is my first case study. 

4.1. Queen and Slim (2019) 

Amongst real life activism and rising racial tensions in America, Lena Waithe and Melina Matsoukas 
brought us our very own ‘black Bonnie and Clyde’. Described by critics and audiences alike, it is a slick 
and stylish ‘love on the run’ story following a police incident at the beginning of the film. Criminal justice 
lawyer Queen is on a Tinder-date-going-nowhere with Costco worker Slim, whom she shows little to no 
interest from the offset. Slim on the other hand seems willing to see her again if she agreed. On route to 
take her home, they are stopped by a policeman after allegedly neglecting to indicate at a stop sign. In 
the ensuing argument the officer shoots Queen in the leg, and in self defence Slim shoots and kills the 
officer. Leaving the scene of the crime they go on the run, and during that journey fall in love. The story 
concludes with a Romeo and Juliet ending. 

Initially, I would have argued that the romance and love element of the film was most disappointing. 
To my mind this is not a true love story. It is a story of two people fleeing from a crime who form a 
hasty circumstantial relationship who are clearly not in love. The union is unconvincing in its supposed 
comparison to Bonnie and Clyde. Queen remains aloof and emotionally unavailable, as we do not see 
any warmth of feelings which results in our lack of empathy. It seems an assumption is required that 
her feelings for Slim are true and have been intensifying. At the juke joint they almost kiss we have to 
suppose this is a sign of love. Sexual tension would be a better description. As they continue running 
we see Queen opens up about what happened to her mother and Slim is supportive. They have sex in 
the car and we must assume all appears well. The finale is a heroic and tragic death scene where they 
die in each other’s arms. The romance between the two characters highlights a large fault in the script, 
as they form an affinity as a result of the incident and are catapulted into a very intense situation barely 
knowing each other. The idealistic dialogue about being each other’s legacy is clearly implausible given 
the circumstances and the timeline of their relationship. 

On second viewing I felt that it was the actual storyline that was unsatisfying. The film peaks at 
around 12 minutes in, after the police officer is shot. The scene poses various questions to the writers, 
questions which see no resolution by the end of the film. How do we know that Slim would have gone 
to jail for life? He could just as easily have been acquitted or been able to secure probation. Why did 
they not explore the outcome had they used the dash cam footage? This film had the potential to offer 
a refreshing U-turn on an otherwise predictable story, but they chose not to. We see Queen as a lawyer, 
albeit disheartened by the earlier events of the day, she chose not to exercise better judgment on ethics 
of fleeing from the scene of the crime. This irrational decision makes way for many more, not only made 
by the characters but also by the writers. When choosing her alternative clothing she choose to wear 
a mini dress that would clearly display the bandaged leg wound? Did the boy have to shoot the police 
officer in the face - a clearly gratuitous action? How did the image of the Black people working the field 
contribute to the story? The cinematography of the splits scenes between them having sex and the 
young boy at the protest. Why was this a combination of events that we needed to see?



        (fig 4) Melina Matsoukas, Queen & Slim, 2019 
  

Unfortunately, not only was the movie predictable but the perpetuation of harmful stereotypes was 
very unsettling. These were subtleties other than shooting an innocent Black woman, but nevertheless 
visibly apparent. The suburban couple, basking in their white guilt, who gave refuge to the fugitives 
while the police raided the house looking for Queen & Slim was the familiar trope of ‘not all white 
people’. Notions of the Exceptional Negro portrayed by Queen’s aloofness targeted at those she 
deemed beneath her – we see this in her interaction with Goddess, her uncle’s partner. The use of the 
ultimate Black stereotype in the final betrayer’s tattoos, gold teeth, weed smoking and use of the N 
word was disappointing. We have a positive response to some of the characters they meet along the 
way, but so much of the storyline betrays them that it inevitably falls apart. Queen and Slim set out 
to be an ambitious film that attempted to do so much but failed to flesh the elements as best it could 
have. The quest for “wokeness” or some sort of social commentary seems futile as many parts of 
the story to put it simply, just do not make sense, so much so that we finish the film with a sense of 
confusion and no resolution. Stunning visuals and a beautiful score are unfortunately not sufficient to 
substitute for a lack in the plot. 
One review sums it up perfectly: “I feel like I[t] didn’t say anything. It is traumatic to watch 
Black people die not only in real life but in movies. However, sometimes that happens in order 
to make a bigger statement. What lesson am I supposed to learn from this movie? That I 
should listen to the police and die? That my own people will betray me?”. (Google Audience 
Reviews, 2020)

Films have the capacity to change the conversation, particularly those that are fictional stories. 
There is actually no need for a film that is a made up story to follow any regular or predictable 
pattern. Their long drive would have been the perfect opportunity for them to talk more, to 
share silly stories as well as private ones so that maybe if we could not fully believe their love 
for one another we could at least assume that was where it grew from. The reviewer is right 
and it is true, what did we learn? I do not believe that we always need to have a poignant 
takeaway from all we consume as entertainment, but for stories that aim to cover so many 
elements or make some kind of comment, I must admit I would like to have something to 
justify the time spent. I think there is a general consensus that finishing a film, we hope to have 
seen at least one thing realised by the end and with this, it really didn’t feel like it. Or maybe 
the lesson was that life for Black folk is just how we think it is, cruel and unjust. In which case 
the real question is why did we need to be told that again? 

5. The Balancing Act 

It is not advisable for us to ignore the state of the world and the lack of real change in terms 
of race relations because our experiences do not exist in a vacuum that is separate to the real 
world. However, we are able to manage these feelings in our everyday lives and adopt nuance 
in many challenging situations, therefore this can also be applied to films and particularly those 
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that are fictional. Experimental filmmaker Stan Brakhage frequently understood this as an 
‘aesthetic ecology’, stating that “there must be a delicate balance between showing conscious 
concern for the political in artistic production and allowing an unfettered expression of artistry 
to emerge” (hooks, 1996, p.70). My second case study is an example that I believe executes 
this delicate balance very well. 

5.1.Moonlight (2016) 

Barry Jenkins’ adaptation of In Moonlight, Black Boys Look Blue (2003) has some very strong 
distressing themes throughout the film. In the form of a triptych, we are presented with the 
very important story of a homosexual young Black boy in such an intense and beautiful way 
that evokes many emotions in its audience. We first meet Little as young boy, who grows into 
teenage Chiron and end with his final form Black. From the beginning, we know that Little 
will have a hard life. We witness his mother’s drug addiction and inevitable decline combined 
with the ugly homophobia that follows him from his home to his school. With the absence 
of a biological father figure, Juan who supplies his mother with drugs, seeks to protect him. 
Although presented through a more emotional lens, many common stereotypes about Black 
people are central themes to this film. The absentee father is woven throughout, as when Kevin 
talks about his son we realise he too has become an absent father. We learn that Kevin went 
to jail for a crime that is not disclosed, but we know of Chiron’s crime. Is it just accepted that 
criminality is part of young black men’s path in life? 
Nevertheless, love is present in the story, be it closeted or complicated. There is the love of 
Juan and Theresa, his chosen family unit. Those who identify as LGBTQ+ speak fondly of 
the importance of chosen family, particularly for those estranged from their own family. Little 
asks very blunt questions to Juan and Theresa when he asks what a faggot is and how will 
he know if he is gay – questions he is unable to ask his own mother. They do not pressure 
him to already know or discover the answers which is a refreshing contrast to the typical 
Black stance on homosexuality from characters that look like [Juan]. Juan is an intriguing 
character that portrays both empathy and emotional safety which are not often feelings 
we automatically attribute to drug dealers we see on our screens. Although we know he is 
Paula’s dealer, we develop an affinity for him because he cares for Chiron. Chiron’s love for 
Juan is evident throughout the story with the continuation of his relationship with Theresa 
and in the physical aspects of his later life as he transforms into Juan. Chiron’s connection 
with the water can be seen as a continuation of his connection with Juan as it is symbolic 
of baptism, as seen in the scene where Juan teaches him how to swim, shown in fig, 5. 
The water subsequently becomes a place of comfort and peace for Chiron and he is by the 
water at pivotal moments of his life. 

      (fig 5) Barry Jenkins, Moonlight, 2016 
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At first thought, I would not suggest that the love story between Chiron and Kevin is 
particularly intense as the story progresses, but I think that it is possibly a testament to the 
secrecy homosexual people feel burdened with. Their friendship begins when Kevin tries 
to help Little show everyone that he is not a pushover. By the time we meet Chiron as a 
teenager, it seems he understands that he is gay but also that Kevin is somewhat closeted. 
When he gets detention for having sex in the stairway with a girl, he suggestively mentions 
Chiron’s ability to keep a secret. We cannot be sure if this is in relation to his own sexuality or 
Chiron’s, but nonetheless we can infer a common understanding and a level of trust between 
the two. This is later confirmed in the scene at the beach where they first kiss and fondle. 
They discuss the quietness of the beach and the sound of the waves, and even in his own 
denial Kevin is not does not show judgement toward Chiron. 

Some years later when the grown up Black it appears he is the complete opposite to the 
boy Chiron that just departed. Physically he is muscular, cruising in his nice ride with his gold 
teeth and durag tied the same as Juan. He talks about how he started trapping and selling 
drugs after he got out of prison. It is possible this is a rejection of his former self and lack of 
physical intimidation in his earlier life, but as he begins to speak we realise he is the same 
Chiron. A kind man contradicts the exterior, akin to Juan. He softens up when Kevin calls 
him and cries when his mum assures him that he does not have to love her. We see that he is 
disheartened when shown a photograph of Kevin Jr. 

Trauma is evident throughout but the perspective in which we see it is presented in an 
introspective manner, allowing it to attain a necessary balance. Chiron’s coming of age tale 
through the pain and absence of love, stability and any sense of normality slightly outweighs 
the love story between the two men but rightly so. All stereotypes can be forgiven because 
they do not overshadow or cloud the story. Love is not lost and as a viewer I felt content at the 
reunion of the two men, despite the events that led to this moment. Not only is it a beautiful 
story that was widely well received, it also features on many Best of the 21st Century lists which 
is highly unusual for films with Black casts and Black directors. In 2017, Moonlight received 
18 nominations and won four awards, making it the first LBGTQ+ film to win an Oscar for Best 
Picture. This win also produced the first Black woman to win an Oscar for Best Film Editor. 
Proof that Black stories can exist somewhere between trauma and joy, and still succeed. 

5.2. The importance of nuance 

One way of approaching the nuances of balancing ‘aesthetic ecology’ could be through 
the actualisation of the film as a visual piece rather than in the development of the story. 
In the adaptation of If Beale Street Could Talk (2018), Tish falls pregnant when Fonny is 
falsely accused of rape, something later discovered to be a miscarriage of justice set up 
by a racist police officer. After reading reviews, it appears as if the film intentionally omitted 
some of the heavier parts of the story – for example that the cop shot a 12-year-old black 
boy before transferring to the precinct where Fonny was arrested. Additionally, the film did 
not show that Fonny was the only black man in the line-up of suspects and the victim was 
coerced by the police to choose him, even though they knew she had not seen the man 
who violated her. Barry Jenkins’ conscious decision to have withheld these parts from the 
adaptation seems a calculated move as it directs the attention of the audience to their 
romance and growth of their budding relationship. Although we understand the injustice of 
what is happening to Fonny, we only see these scenes briefly before we are swiftly taken 
back to prior the arrest. Again, the overall themes are heavy – particularly the ending and the 
sense of lost hope that men in Fonny’s predicament experience. However, the essence and 
the importance of their love for each other does not fade. It appears that this was Jenkins’ 
intention to not constantly bombard the viewer of this visually, but instead to draw the 
positives from the story and highlight them as much as possible. 

Humour and fantasy is yet another possible option as seen in Sorry to Bother You (2018). 
Despite being described as a dark comedy, the politics are made apparent in the first quarter 
of the film. Cassius is struggling to increases his cold call sales when he is advised by his 
elder colleague Langston, to use his ‘white voice’. In a very profound and matter of fact way, 
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Langston goes onto explain that the ‘white voice’ is an aspiration, even for white people 
themselves. 
Langston: I’m not talking about sounding all nasal. It’s like, sounding like you don’t have a care. 
Got your bills paid. You’re happy about your future. You about ready to jump in your Ferrari out 
there after you get off this call. Put some real breath in there. 
Breezy, like, “I don’t really need this money.” You’ve never been fired. Only laid off. It’s not 
really a white voice. It’s what they wish they sounded like. So, it’s like what they think they’re 
supposed to sound like. (Boots Riley, 2018) 

The film quickly becomes even more eerie as the white voice is not mimicked, but is instead 
dubbed by real white actors. Following Langston’s advice and adopting the voice, Cassius’ 
career accelerates overnight and he reaches the coveted Power Caller status where he must 
continue to use the voice at all times. A clever combination of satire and fantasy creates a 
fascinating presentation of a story that is still about race and inequality - as Cassius’ success 
in based solely on the illusion of him being white. Fortunately, despite establishing the fact 
early on, the film does not continue to bombard the viewer with this as it plays out. The use 
of audio here is genius because we are reminded by hearing the voices and not reminded 
visually which creates a very unique experience. As the plot thickens rather dramatically, we 
see Cassius in a continual and chaotic moral dilemma between his integrity and his success 
and personal gain. It is a humorous and fantastically bizarre take because its embodiment of 
nuance and complexity tells us a story that we all know, but in an abstract and unimaginable 
way. 

       (fig. 6) Rick Famuyiwa, Brown Sugar, 2002 

Culture may also be used as a method however this can be problematic if used incorrectly. 
Hip-hop was the culture reference of Brown Sugar (2002), although the characters’ love for 
hip hop was much stronger than the love story between the two themselves. In an article on 
the Black bohemian, writer Reniqua Allen argues that culture is not always sufficient. 

“But here in lies the problem: Culture seems to be the main vehicle the filmmaker uses to 
connote some sense of racial solidarity. The characters do not engage in race they do not talk 
about slavery, or even present day racism…in these spaces, Black art, it seems, is supposed 
to present an understood definition of Blackness and identity” (Allen, 2013, p.519)

In her comparison of Love Jones (1997) and Medicine for Melancholy (2008), we must note 
that both films are about love and relationships featuring characters that are heavily interested 
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and involved in art and culture. I can agree that sometimes art or rap music is used as a way of 
making it clear that ‘this is a Black film’, however for the characters in these particular films and 
those alike it seems rather fitting. Additionally, the acknowledgement of these films as ‘Indie 
Love Films’ requires an understanding that their entire purpose is to stray away from typical 
representations of Blackness and into a more specific field. The point Allen makes regarding 
the lack of engagement in conversations surrounding race also raises another question as to 
why we believe that these topics should automatically be in the script. Must all Black people 
in films discuss their Blackness even if the story is not about their experience as Black people, 
but rather their romantic relationship with one another. 

6. Moving forward 

A possible question to pose in finding a balance between the art and the position is to 
determine what the collective function of art is. Is it to provide education and awareness to the 
masses? And why must art always say something or automatically assume a responsibility to 
do anything except entertain? By way of example, horror films exist to scare people. There is 
no takeaway from a horror film except relief that the lights have come on and an increase in 
adrenaline. If art can also be about fun, then there must be adequate space for these films to 
exist rather than regurgitating traumatic stories in the name of ‘saying something’. Non-fiction 
books and historical documentaries exist for educational consumption, so surely all films do 
not also have to carry that burden? Is it inconceivable that people want to simply enjoy the 
film, to watch people fall in love and then go home? Clearly some art can be reserved purely 
for enjoyment, and I would argue that romance films fall into this category. There should be no 
takeaway simply a possible sense of relatability or hope. This leads me onto my third and final 
case study, a film that I think embodies the spirit and simplicity of the Black romance films of 
the mid 90s and uses visual art as its nod to culture.

6.1.The Photograph (2020) 

The film parallels two love stories - the past a story of Mae’s mother Christina and her love 
affair with Isaac, and the present Mae and Michael dating whilst sharing the discovery of what 
her late mother was like. It was a simple story but visually appealing with its earthy brown hues, 
creating a very mellow and smooth ride. Sadly, it is unsurprising that the film received little 
to no press and was in the cinema in the UK for just over a week before it disappeared into 
thin air. Many reviews deemed it underwhelming, the Guardian naming it a “dreary Valentine’s 
drama that lacks fizzle and emotional stakes” (Horton, 2020) and awarding it just two stars 
out of five. This is a common sentiment among many reviews from esteemed film critics, who 
also unsurprisingly do not look like any of the characters in the film. On the contrary, audience 
reviews predominantly from Black people speak highly of the film as a success in their eyes. 
They conclude that it is a refreshing tale of Black love, rid of tiring overt racial traumas or 
harmful stereotypes. A presentation of positive attitudes and reflections of love offsets any 
gaps in the script but we are at a point where we do not care about any of that. There is love 
that is intimate and kind, conversations about popular culture and foreign films. Black people 
are existing and loving each other and enjoying hobbies other than the never-ending pursuit of 
racial justice. 
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           (fig. 7) Stella Meghie, The Photograph, 2020 

     
There are subtle political undertones when Isaac discusses the unfairness following Katrina 
and the oil spill. Michael’s workplace seems white-dominated and Christina boasts and jumps 
for joy after getting the assistant job over the white girls who were, for once, unlucky. There 
are normal themes of dysfunctional families and nods to a potential generational curse as 
Christina was also estranged from her mother. Contrasting nicely, we have Michael’s older 
brother and his wholesome nuclear family setup which confidently dispel myths about broken 
Black families. Mae and Michael have many a conversation about regular matters, with some 
admittedly cheesy nods to Blackness. 

The depth to the film lies in the historical and archival element of the story, as well as its 
presentation of grief as a process of discovery. It could easily have been a heart-wrenching 
emotional rollercoaster of Mae unpacking the trauma that her estranged mother caused her. 
Thankfully it chose to shine light upon the connection between past and present, showing 
healthier ways to deal with loss and absence which facilitate both our understanding of the 
person that has passed and of ourselves.
Its many bad reviews present a question that inspired much of this thesis. Why does a simple 
script equate to an average one? Does this in turn automatically deem it a poor film? We do 
not see comparable one or two star reviews for the vast amount of terrible white romance 
films. And there are significantly more of those than the few written and made by Black 
creatives. Granted, the film is lacks action and thrill, but much of its beauty lies in whatever we 
find lacklustre because what it executed perfectly was nuance. We did not need to see Mae 
discuss her thoughts on decolonising art or Michael fight someone to prove his manliness 
because that is not what we came for. We came for romance and for something that felt 
regular and genuine, as one Google review explains: 

“This is a movie for people that like love as the main course & not a side dish in a 
romantic story. No need for unnecessary drama or crazy combative conflict, or a “love 
story” where others are hurt in the process. It felt very genuine. I loved it” (Google 
Audience Reviews, 2020) 
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         (fig. 8) Ava Berkofsky, Insecure: Lowkey Happy, Series 4, Episode 8, 2020
 
A similar sentiment is replicated in the latest series of Insecure, episode 8 ‘Lowkey Happy’, 
as the reunion of the two past lovers sparks open and honest conversations about their 
relationship. It feels dreamy and surreal, an intimate experience which as Black people we are 
rarely given the opportunity to indulge in on our screens. Moments like these are few and far 
between and disappointingly so. They are important nonetheless because they are real. Black 
people are happy and in fulfilling marriages as much as they are unhappy or unmarried. We 
date, learn and grow through not only navigating the inequalities of the world but also through 
our relationships, romantic and otherwise, that teach us about ourselves and make us happy. 
As easily as film can distribute negative reminders and portrayals of Black life, there is room 
for the alternative, our stories of love. 

7. Conclusion 

Recently we have seen examples of Black love stories that restore our hope of the change 
we want to see. Ideally what we would like to see is the emergence of more stories. Always 
A Bridesmaid (2019) and Premature (2020), as well as Malcolm & Marie (2021) are examples 
of such films. Film is a commercial art form and as such this necessitates that there will 
always be a level of artistic compromise. To expect that filmmakers hold firm to their artistic 
vision at any cost is unrealistic. For Black filmmakers this proves particularly challenging as 
the burden of representation is exacerbated when spaces in which to tell their stories are 
limited. Art historian Kobena Mercer talks about this in his piece ‘Black art and the burden of 
representation’ (1990): 

“If, after many years of struggle, you arrive at the threshold of enunciation and are ‘given’ the 
right-to-speak and a limited space in which to tell your story, is it not the case that there will 
be an overwhelming pressure to try and tell the whole story all at once?” (Mercer, 1990) 

Black artists must be allowed the capacity to fully breathe life into their work. We should not 
be expected to pursue work that is resistant or politically charged. No one should not be 
chastised for not utilising limited opportunities ‘wisely’ or ‘for the people’. Let us have the 
autonomy to recreate our own approach to representation. Placing minorities in traditionally 
white spaces in an attempt to assimilate does not solve the issue. Nothing changes if the story 
does not include the person you invited in. It would be the same as introducing a disabled 
person into a story that was not accessible for disabled people. Instead of the practice of 
marketing Black work as a version of white work, let us focus on ensuring that the spaces we 
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occupy allow us to exist both authentically and independently. 

Blackness is not a monolith and we are as complex as everyone else. Representation 
of ourselves and our stories need not reflect some kind of trauma or struggle love that 
romanticises real societal issues. Black people live normal lives both inside and outside of their 
race. The love we experience is not always directly impacted by our race. Black people have 
had loving relationships from the beginning of the world, during the barbaric era of slavery 
and they will continue to inhabit love stories until the end of time. The value of Black love 
has always been equal to love in any other race. It simply depends on who is observing and 
through which lens. 

So where did all the Black love stories go? Reaching one conclusion on a varied issue is hard. 
Industry limitations and balancing vision versus success finds Black filmmakers unable to 
give a satisfactory answer. Representation may well be a lofty expectation but nonetheless we 
know that many stories are yet to be told by us and to those who will listen. While demanding 
both change and inclusion, we do not lose sight of the power we have as an audience. If Black 
cinemagoers stopped attending screenings of films about Black trauma, revenue would fall and 
have an impact on how often these films should be financed. Perhaps focusing our attention 
away from the outdated parameters of Hollywood and moving towards independent releases 
might allow for audiences to experience a wider breadth of themes, especially love. Maybe the 
separation of the politics from art is impossible, and some would argue that art is political in 
itself. But surely art is also whatever the artist wants it to be. 

Our Black love stories are out there waiting for their moment where opportunity and art 
collide, to come in from the darkness of the cutting floor to an accepting audience who can 
recognise art when they see it.
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Introduction

Eight minutes and forty-six seconds, that was the length of time Derek Chauvin, a police officer from 
Minneapolis, Minnesota, knelt on the neck of George Floyd. The “transcripts of the police bodycam 
footage show Mr Floyd said more than 20 times he could not breathe” (BBC, 2020); the disregard for 
Floyd’s life was shocking. This tragedy led to a series of Black Lives Matter (BLM) marches all over the 
world, as people took a stand against police brutality and ongoing racism. The BLM movement is a new 
wave of activism that is fighting these everyday injustices. Its main focus is the systematic oppression 
that racism creates in the US and its role in the dehumanisation of America’s black community. BLM 
was established in 2013 by three women, Opal Tometi, Alicia Garza and Patrisse Cullors after the death 
of 17-year-old Trayvon Martin, who was fatally shot by police officer George Zimmerman in 2012. 
Despite many differences, it is often compared to the American civil rights movement of the 1960s.

BLM is an international activist movement that campaigns against the violence towards black life, 
whereas the civil rights movement focused on racial segregation and discrimination, also fighting many 
court cases and legal battles to secure federal citizenship rights, like the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 
However, they both used the media to influence public opinion and challenge representation, although 
BLM doesn’t have to rely on traditional forms of media due to the development of social media. This 
is what allowed BLM to become an international movement, causing so many countries to question 
their own systematic racism. BLM also reinforced the importance of allyship, we must go beyond 
performative activism and use our privilege to help.

This dissertation is influenced by BLM, as it forced me to question my own position in the society 
that I, as a white woman benefit from. I want to explore how women of colour used their own voices 
and experiences to document the change that was happening in front of them. I aim to highlight the 
important role they played through the creation of safe spaces, the role of spectatorship and the 
importance this has on the final impact of an image.

I am going to discuss the work of female photographers Doris Derby and Maria Varela; Derby is an 
African American who grew up in the Bronx, and Varela is Mexican / Latin X, therefore they are both 
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seen as black or a person of colour politically. 

Their documentation of the civil rights movement challenged the representation of African America. 
The focus on the work of women is influenced by BLM, as it brought to our attention the patriarchal 
obsession of the civil rights movement. 

As the author Barbra Reynolds states, “BLM rejects the usual hierarchical style of leadership, with the 
straight black male at the top giving orders.” (Reynolds, 2015) The lack of female significance in the 
movement makes the work of Doris Derby and Maria Varela even more influential, highlighting that BLM 
is a more inclusive movement. 

The constant reinforcement of the white gaze and the idealisation of the colonial aesthetic is the 
problem. The camera’s ability to continue the work of colonisers is due to its relationship with 
representation and the photographer’s obsession with depicting the world from a white, patriarchal 
perspective. 

“The white gaze: it traps black people in white imaginations. It is the eyes of a white schoolteacher who 
sees a black student and lowers expectations. It is the eyes of a white cop who sees a black person and 
looks twice – or worse, feels for a gun.” (Grant, 2015) This highlights the detrimental impact a society 
dominated by the white gaze has. 

Western societies have always seen everything from a white male perspective; we are conditioned to 
believe that it is the only way to experience life, this all stems from the white patriarchal dominance 
of the media. For example, when referring back to the horrific death of George Floyd, we can see that 
the media focuses on the immediate and ignores the wider reality of the situation. The media forces us 
to move on from his death, and the reality of the racist society we live in. It does this because of the 
media’s white domination; their privilege allows them to look away from tragic events like Floyd’s death. 

Does looking at the world from a female and politically black perspective change how we view the 
subject and how the act of representation is achieved?

The Power of the Snapshot:

During the US Civil Rights movement between 1954-1968 photography was an important visual 
documentation, allowing events to be seen and awareness to be raised. Photographers documented all 
aspects of the movement, from the protests and violence, to the change in the local communities, such 
as the development of health care and voter registration. The documentation of the local communities 
often took the form of a ‘snapshot.’ Derby predominately used this style.

Snapshot photography was very significant in the civil rights movement due to its real and raw nature; it 
didn’t allow for the white gaze and white supremacists ideologies to infiltrate the images. 

“As we looked at black skin in snapshots, the techniques for lightening skin that professional 
photographers often used when shooting black images were suddenly exposed as a colonial aesthetic. 
Photographs taken in everyday life, snapshots in particular, rebelled against all those photographic 
practices that reinscribed colonial ways of looking and capturing images of the black “other.” (hooks, 
1995, p.62).

This suggests that the spontaneity of a snapshot means the colonial aesthetic cannot be found, the 
image is free of any techniques that are used to colonialise through photography, such as careful 
composition and lighting techniques. The snapshot does not conform to photography’s colonial way 
of seeing, it does not contribute to the fetishization of black life. As a result, the snapshot was a way to 
challenge the colonial gaze and give black people a way to see themselves free of white supremacy. 

Not many of these everyday documentations reached the mainstream news as it went against the 
depiction of African Americans that the predominantly white dominated media had created, instead they 
were used on leaflets and posters within the black communities to encourage and show the changes 
that were occurring. Due to the racism that encompassed the United Sates it caused a lot of internalised 
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racism which triggered a lot of self-hate and internalised racism, so these snapshots allowed 
communities to reflect on themselves away from the white gaze. 

The simple form of the snapshot allowed the white supremacist gaze to be challenged, it permitted 
black people to represent themselves from a perspective that was not influenced by society’s 
institutionalised racism. 

Gloria Jean Watkins, better known as bell hooks, who uses lowercase to “shift the attention from her 
identity to her ideas” (Jin Lee, 2019) is an American author, feminist and social activist who focused on 
making art a tool of empowerment in black communities.

“I think about the place of art in black life, connections between the social construction of black identity, 
the impact of race and class, and the presence in black life of an inarticulate but ever-present visual 
aesthetic governing our relationship to images, to the process of image making.” 

(hooks, 1995, p57) 

This reinforces the idea that art can impact black communities positively if it has the space to do so - a 
space free from the white gaze and supremacy. Art allows for a deeper exploration of the self; it is a form 
of expression that is real and true. Art explores the deepest parts of your unconscious; it addresses the 
most forgotten thoughts and insecurities; it also allows you to see the world from a wider perspective, 
free of indoctrination and taught ideologies.

hooks highlights the importance of feeling safe and having a sense of freedom; these feelings are 
created by a ‘homeplace’. A homeplace refers to the “construction of a safe place where black people 
could affirm one another and by so doing heal many of the wounds inflicted by racist domination. We 
could not learn to love or respect ourselves in the culture of white supremacy.” (hooks, 1990, p384) 
This suggests that these shelters allowed the community to encourage and build each other up, 
something that couldn’t be done when surrounded by the philosophies of 1960s America. By building 
the ‘homeplace,’ they resisted white supremacy. These safe havens were created by black women; they 
allowed one to “freely confront the issue of humanisation” and allowed “black people to strive to be 
subjects not objects.” (hooks, 1990, p384) They helped to personify black people. Creating a homeplace 
“that affirmed our beings, our blackness, our love for one another was necessary resistance,” 
(hooks, 1990, p387) it allows for learning, healing and, most importantly, self-discovery. The power of 
establishing a place free of white supremacy allowed for the re-evaluation of the self, it enables self-
empowerment throughout the whole community, which united a force against institutionalised racism 
and systematic oppression. 

One component of a white-centric society is the objective to divide black communities, the idea of 
solidarity terrifies white supremacy. These protected environments were essential in the fight for justice 
and the creation of unity. “Homeplace has been a site of resistance.” (hooks, 1990, p388) It is where the 
fight for justice is built, it defies white domination. 

Being able to learn in an undamaging environment allows black families to understand themselves 
without influence from the white gaze and its oppressive nature. The concept of a homeplace links 
directly to photography. These private spaces were full of snapshot images that aided the rediscovery of 
the self. Many black homes had a wall full of images, all displayed in a specific way that allowed you to 
move through them like a journey of self-discovery; something the media would never let you do. These 
images gave black people a voice, “I can confess those walls of photographs empowered me.” (hooks, 
1995, p61) Empowerment here refers to black families seeing themselves as worthy. When constantly 
surrounded by hate, you can end up self-projecting and believing the hate is deserved. Self-hate is what 
a white-centric society thrives on. 

The homeplace was a significant factor during the civil rights movement as they acted as a hub free 
from the norms of society, that allowed similar minds to work to achieve a common goal. They were a 
breeding ground for solidarity and optimism. 

The feminist writing of hooks, and the activist work of Derby, humanises black lives, whether through the 
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domesticated imagery of Derby, or the theoretical significance of the homeplace as discussed by hooks, 
which symbolises the necessity of representation in relation to fighting systematic oppression. 

“When we concentrate on photography, then we make it possible to see the walls of photographs in 
black homes as a critical intervention, a disruption of white control over black images.” (hooks, 1995, 
p59) This reinforces the significance of photography in relation to discovering yourself and learning 
about your past. When an image is free of white control, many different interpretations can be made, all 
shedding a dissimilar light to those portrayed by the mainstream media.This is because the inferences 
are based of personal experiences, not stereotypes. 

The protected areas encouraged the exploration of black culture, something that was often hidden or 
taken away from them by society. Undermining and hiding a culture helps to prevent the development 
of an individual’s sense of self, by ignoring a culture you are invalidating the lives of many, in this case 
black lives. This ignorance and “void was from the American side purposefully to keep us from knowing 
what our culture was.” (Derby, 2011) 

“Reflecting the way black folks looked at themselves in those private spaces, where those ways of 
looking were not being overseen by a white colonising eye.” (hooks, 1995, p61) This highlights the 
importance of the relationship between the safe space and the photograph, these spaces of expression 
and manifestation allowed individuals to be themselves. Overall, the work of hooks and the identification 
of the homeplace is important as it shows how black women created a world within a world that was 
free of all racist beliefs. 

“The camera was a central instrument by which the black community could disprove representations 
of us created by white folks. The degrading images of blackness that emerge from racist white 
imaginations and that was circulated widely in the dominant culture.” 

(hooks, 1995, p59) 

Representation was controlled and created by individuals with power and status, the only way to 
challenge this is by taking it upon yourself to create a truthful and honest picture. This is what the 
snapshot did, making it a tool of decolonisation.

hooks believed that the white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy is not solely a white issue as “it is also 
maintained by all the rest of us who internalise and enforce the values of this regime.” (hooks, 1995, 
pXII) This acknowledged that black people also had to stop focusing on the blackness of an image. It 
shows the importance of black women and their role in creating change and resisting oppression and 
racism through the creation of the homeplace. The homeplace is devoid of all distortion created by 
white scrutiny. 

Doris Derby; a challenger of representation 

The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) was an organisation at the forefront of fighting 
injustices in the southern United States. 

“The (SNCC’s) photography department’s mission was multi-fold. It relayed incontestable visual 
information about the movement… SNCC’s photos documented lived experienced, from rural life 
to political organising, and provided stark proof of the brutality of racist violence that those in the 
movement faced.” 

(Photography Department, SNCC Digital Gateway) 

This highlights how multifunctional SNCC was, and this diversity was key to its documentation of the 
Civil Rights movement. Derby and Varela were photographers for the SNCC, however their practices 
focused on different aspects of the movement. 

Doris Derby spent her life fighting injustice. She was a photographer and civil rights activist from New 
York, who was recruited by the SNCC in Mississippi in the early 1960s. Her role was to “coordinate voter 
registration efforts” and “develop educational materials for the later literacy projects” (Derby, SNCC 
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Digital Gateway) This was significant, as voter registration was made harder as “southern states used 
complicated voter registration exams and literacy tests to prevent Black people from voting,” (Culture & 
Education, SNCC Digital Gateway). This was despite the ‘Voting Rights Act’ of 1965, which was created 
to overcome any legal barriers that prevented the African American community exercising their right to 
vote, as stated by the 15th Amendment. 

Derby also focused on recording the people power of her community. She had always questioned the 
lack of “black positive images in the media,” (Derby, 2011) and felt it was her quest to change that. 
hooks states that the civil rights movement went hand-in-hand with a fight for honest and accurate 
representation. hooks regarded representation highly as a tool for change, “the field of representation 
remains a crucial realm of struggle, as important as the question of equal access, if not more important.” 
(hooks, 1995, p56) This highlights how major the role of representation was in relation to the progression 
of the movement, if you can change the way society perceives and presents you, it challenges the 
biases of society, biases based purely on the prejudices of white supremacy.

Derby recognised the work that the community was doing despite its limited resources, many things like 
education and medical facilities were controlled through institutions, all which were dominated by white 
supremacy. As a photographer Derby used the snapshot style to display the realities of life during the 
civil rights movement. 

The mass media coverage of the protests was portraying members of her community as rebellious, 
her work aimed to challenge that. “Reporters played a large part in painting the Black Power era 
as a tragic coda to the civil rights story, where Martin Luther King’s integrationist dream was lost to 
militancy, madness, and mayhem” (Goodwin, 2019.) The words ‘militancy, madness and mayhem’ 
have negative connotations of violence and uncontrollable behaviour. By focusing on societal change 
by documenting private and intimate moments, the sensitivity with which her pictures depicted black 
people carried significant weight and challenged generalisations. “I wanted to show what the average 
person was doing as well as the leaders” (Derby, 2011.) Derby documented delicate moments that 
anyone could relate too, by depicting a relatable story it allows more people to find common ground 
with the subjects, inevitably making the support behind the movement grow. Derby depicted these 
individuals as the backbone of society. 
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Figure 1: Doris D: 1968, ‘A Delicate Balance’

Derby predominantly focused on women and children within the local area, ‘figure 1’ shows a young 
baby having a medical check-up. This intimate moment shows a great degree of hope and progress, the 
significance of the community having its own medical facility shows how the movement was bringing 
about change. Due to segregation, many black communities received inferior health care. This image 
contrasts with the photographs that document the protests, as it creates a sense of normality and 
serenity. The fact that this image is a snapshot suggests that it was the impromptu moments that depict 
reality.

Despite the snapshot style, the composition of this image plays an important role in its significance, by 
directing the eye to the punctum of an image. “A photograph’s punctum is the accident which pricks 
me” (Barthes, 1980, p27). This suggests that the punctum of an image is the element or subject that is 
most poignant, it is a personal concept that enhances small details of images, in this case the young 
boy. The light falls softly on the left side of the child, who is in the centre of the image. The boy is sat 
innocently on a set of scales and is surrounded by what looks like a hose pipes, planks of wood and 
work surfaces, suggesting the medical clinic is set up in a workshop. This highlights the initiative needed 

32

to reinvent and use existing black-owned spaces but also illustrates the inequality within society, as it 
shows the struggle that many black communities went through just to survive. The basic equipment, 
such as the tape measure, highlights their inability to access the more modern technology, reinforcing 
the divide in society. 

The boy is looking directly into the lens of the camera. His eyes, full of vulnerability, capture your 
attention. The simplistic nature of the image allows for only one focal point, the child; all the emotion 
created by the image is directed towards him. This highlights how focusing on the everyday humanises 
those who have been demonised; the innocence portrayed makes you question the truth behind the 
stereotypes. This contrasts dramatically with the chaotic nature of protest photography.

Figure 2:  Doris D, Farish Street, Jackson, Mississippi, late 60s

‘Figure 2’ is an image of happiness, an emotion not often related to the movement. The image presents 
three young girls in Mississippi during the late 1960s who are on the way to school. A fulfilling education 
was deemed a luxury in African American communities, and the segregated nature of the US meant 
that a resourceful education wasn’t easily achievable. This was despite the fact that in the early 1950s 
multiple cases regarding school segregation appeared before the Supreme Court, they were known as 
Brown V. Board of Education of Topeka. In 1954 it was deemed that segregated schools were inherently 
unequal, and the situation had to must change.

The three young girls’ desire to learn is represented by the books they are holding; the excitement of 
education is smothered across their faces. This once again highlights the change that was occurring 
within society. It is these quiet moments of strength that fuels the community and helps them strive for 
more change. 

Positive images provided a counter-narrative to the prevailing stereotypes of black life; just like ‘figure 
1’ the innocence of this image humanises the children. This image defies the America narrative of black 
lives, it creates its own story, one of success and revolution. By highlighting the small changes that 
occur daily, it helps those around you to fathom the significance of small civil right victories. 

This image has the ability to defy the supremacist gaze as “activists hoped that by documenting the 
movement from the inside, registering their own personal perspectives and daily activities as well as life 
within the black communities themselves, they would leave a lasting historical record.” (Speltz, 2016, 
66) Derby had vast experience - she was a teacher, photographer and activist all at the same time. 
When photographing something personal from the inside, the power behind the image is stronger as 
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it is viewed from a unique viewpoint. When looking at Derby’s images we can start to recognise the 
widespread efforts she was making towards self-representation. These images also “provide a lens 
through which we can assess the impact and significance of the role of photography and representation 
play in the ongoing struggle today.” (Speltz, 2016, 66) We are able to learn from these images and 
continue the fight for civil rights, which we see in movements such as Black Lives Matter today. 

The composition of the image relates back to the SNCC’s ideologies. The fact three young girls are 
in the foreground highlights the SNCC’s dedication to women and children and the documentation of 
victories, like a more equal education.

FIGURE 3: Doris D, A woman registers to vote, Mississippi, late 1960s.

‘Figure 3’ is the perfect example of a snapshot, the candid nature of this image reinforces how real it 
is. From the first glance this image could be deemed irrelevant, it is just a lady walking. However, this 
snapshot symbolises the importance of having a voice. The title of ‘figure 3’ tells us this woman is on 
her way to register to vote, her voice was finally going to be counted. The walking stick allows us to infer 
that she is an elderly woman; this makes the moment of going to register even more influential as she 
has been waiting all her life for this moment. 

A sense of movement is created within the image, this physicalises the concept of change. It symbolises 
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the idea of moving forward, it reinforces the direction the fight for justice was headed. The aesthetical 
nature of the image is limited; it is not incredibly pleasing on the eye; it is a snapshot. Without knowing 
the meaning behind the image it isn’t very captivating and this is why it would not have been used by 
the mainstream media, which instead relied on images of violence; that is what its white readers wanted 
to see. 

“This important organisation went beyond merely providing visually dramatic and narratively coherent 
stories designed with the networks in mind.” (Raiford, 2007) This quote highlights how the SNCC 
was dedicated to producing images for its own people, they appreciated how accurate and realistic 
representation would positively benefit the movement. Because they didn’t acknowledge the media 
when creating the images, they weren’t influenced by the beliefs of society. It allowed them free reign, 
which led to precise representation of black life. 

These images by Derby highlight significant moments within the civil rights movement, they allow us 
to build a story and connect moments together. All the small victories are what built the bigger picture. 
Derby’s work is an example of this, it shows the behind-the-scenes of greater things. However, more 
importantly the distribution of these images around their own community allowed those to envision what 
was to come and what had already happened. It challenged society’s racist mantra and empowered 
them to view free of negative stereotypes. These images inspired those who needed it most and 
galvanised support for the movement. 

Spectatorship, active or passive?

Photography has a colonial past; it has been a tool of colonisation and an instrument of oppression. 
To fully understand its role in today’s society we must appreciate how its colonial past impacts and 
infiltrates the images we see today. The power dynamic between the photographer and the subject 
raises questions about photography’s relationship with exploitation; we must consider if photography 
has “been a liberating device, or an oppressive weapon.” (Sealy, 2019, 1) 

The role of the photographer has always been associated with the colonial white man. The history of the 
photographic documentation of people of colour, especially the black community, has often been violent 
or purely focused on the idea of revictimization. Only when used correctly, does it empower.

The idea of photographing suffering and pain has always been controversial. Theorists Susan Sontag 
and Ariella Azoulay have contradicting opinions when it comes to the effectiveness of violent images. 
Sontag wrote ‘Regarding the Pain of Others’ in 2003 and believes that images of extreme violence are all 
interpreted differently. In terms of creating change, Sontag doesn’t believe that these images are useful, 
as her “broad point is that no image alone can reveal everything a viewer needs to know,” (Jurich, 2015) 
implying that we cannot be certain that our interpretation of an image is accurate. The photographer has 
the power to choose what we see. Sontag specifies photography’s dualistic nature and concentrates 
purely on the role of the photographer and viewer and ignores the subject, which Azoulay deems 
important. 

Azoulay is an artist as well as a photographic theorist. In 2008 she wrote ‘The Civil Contract of 
Photography,’ which focuses on the idea that photography, if used correctly, can become a civil rather 
than social contract. A social contract refers to an understanding which implies, that in exchange 
for civil rights, privileges and being deemed a citizen, authority is granted to the state. However, 
photography is deemed, Azoulay identifies it to be a triadic rather than dualistic. The “triadic model that 
embraces photographer; the photographed subject and spectator as participants in what she identifies 
as the citizenry of photography.” (Carville, 2010) This contradicts Sontag, as Azoulay emphasises the 
importance of the subject’s gaze; everyone involved in the photographic act is accounted for, an idea 
which creates a sense of equality that conceptualises citizenship within photography. 

Azoulay and Sontag acknowledge the role of the viewer, although they perceive it differently. Sontag 
suggests it’s a passive act, whereas Azoulay believes it is active, which when done correctly, becomes a 
‘civic skill.’ 
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At the end of ‘Regarding the Pain of Others,’ Sontag emphasises that individuals need to have shared 
a similar experience to the one depicted in the image for it to truly impactful. If we can’t relate to the 
image on a personal level, how are we meant to actively act on what we have seen? “We don’t get it. We 
truly can’t imagine what it was like.” (Sontag, 2004, 111) This questions Azoulay’s idea of the role of the 
spectator; the spectator cannot voice the struggles of the subject if they cannot relate to their situation.

Sontag highlights a degree of privilege the viewer gets from looking at suffering rather than experiencing 
it. We have the opportunity to dismiss and neglect the subject, she argues, and this questions what the 
image can achieve. Sontag also highlights the effect of viewing the images from a place of comfort. 
“Wherever people feel safe… they will be indifferent.” (Sontag, 2004, 87) This degree of comfort can 
create a barrier between the subject and the viewer; to break this barrier you must be active and 
therefore a spectator. The dismissal of the subject creates emotions that are condescending and an ‘in 
the moment’ response to stop the feeling of guilt. It is a forced reaction that allows the viewer to move 
on from the image without feeling remorse. “It is passivity that dulls the feeling.” (Sontag, 2004, 89) 
This reinforces how Sontag believes images do not have the power to create change as viewers cannot 
engage correctly. The emotions that images have the power to create, like sympathy, are not enough to 
change someone’s mindset, or powerful enough to cause change. Sontag believes, “a photograph is 
supposed not to evoke but to show.” (Sontag, 2004, 40) This suggests that an image shows what needs 
to be seen; there is no reason to infer. The subject is a victim to the photographer’s gaze and therefore 
the photograph communicates the photographer’s voice, not the subject’s.

Azoulay concept of spectatorship involves immersing yourself within an image; this is the only way to 
physicalise the subject’s gaze. “The cinematic ‘watching’ of the still photograph reinstates movement 
and temporal dimensions into the interpretation of photography as an active process.” (Carville, 
2010) This insinuates that by projecting yourself into an image you gain a deeper understanding of 
the wider context and the power dynamic. By submerging themselves, the spectator makes the still 
image move. “The act of prolonged observation by the observer as spectator has the power to turn 
the still photograph into a theatre stage on which what has been frozen in the photograph comes to 
life. The spectator is called to take part.” (Azoulay, 2008, 169) This highlights how the spectator must 
actively involve themselves in the image, they must take responsibility for what they see and then act 
accordingly. The viewer transitions to a spectator by actively watching. This relates to the photographic 
documentation of the civil rights movement as the images of violence and protests that Varela creates 
must be watched instead of looked at. These images are a way to create change. The spectator 
must now take what they have learnt from the image and disperse it into society; they are now an 
embodiment of the subject and must share their experience. This is how photographs bring about 
change. 

A criticism of Azoulay is that by questioning the role of the spectator, how do we know how they are 
perceiving an image? As members of society, we are feed thoughts and opinions unconsciously by what 
surrounds us. When we apply the role of spectatorship to images of protests and violence taken during 
the civil rights movement, we cannot confirm that spectators would act effectively or read the subject’s 
gaze correctly. The white gaze enthrals many aspects of society, this could lead to the spectator 
reinforcing racial biases and stereotypes that have been taught. This refers back to Sontag and the 
photographer’s gaze being the most prominent when analysing a picture. Sontag also shows how the 
photographer has the power to create any image or story that they want. “The photographic image, 
even to the extent that it is a trace, cannot be simply a transparency of something that happened. It is 
always the image that someone choses; to photograph is to frame, and to frame is to exclude.” (Sontag, 
2004, 39) Therefore, we cannot ignore the power of photography or the role of the photographer, who 
has control over how they depict the subject. The subject becomes a victim of the photographer’s gaze, 
which contradicts Azoulay, as Sontag shows that the photographer’s gaze will always be more visible 
and therefore more influential than the subject’s.

An integral part of the civil contract is making sure that everyone’s voice is heard; this is done by 
acknowledging all gazes. 

“The singular gaze enabled by photography, which I view as a civil gaze, also exists – always and only 
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– within plurality. The spectator activating this gaze views the photograph and recognises instantly 
what is inscribed in it and discernible in it are products of plurality – the plural participants in the act of 
photography (the photographer, the photographed person, and the spectator)” 

(Azoulay, 2008, 97) 

As the spectator takes on an active role, all gazes from within the photograph are considered, 
reinforcing the idea of photography creating citizenship for all. 

Sontag also raises the question of viewers becoming numb to images of shock, “shock can become 
familiar. Shock can wear off. “(Sontag, 2004, 71) The shock factor of an image can fade, diminishing its 
impact even more. However, Azoulay would argue that without documenting moments of suffering they 
would never be visible to society in the first place. “Photography reorganised what was accessible to 
the gaze, in the course of which everyone gained the opportunity to see through the gaze of another.” 
(Azoulay, 2008, 113) This suggests that visual imagery allows you to see from the perspective of 
others, allowing individuals to have a wider and more inclusive view of society. It highlights that there 
are multiple gazes within society. A photograph has the ability to challenge the norms of society, it 
challenges us to dissect what we have been taught. In the 1960s the gaze was considered to be white 
and patriarchal, in turn this created a very small outlook on the world. Azoulay believes that photography 
is a tool that can defy the white male approach as we can teach ourselves to read images differently; 
photography is a device that allows the gaze to be confronted and new visions and representations to 
be crafted. 

By documenting violent and distressing moments like the protests of the civil rights movement, it makes 
them available to the gaze. If an issue is raised to the attention of the public, it is more likely to be 
acknowledged. So, if images of the protests and police brutality weren’t shared by the media, those who 
were not there to experience it, may never know that it happened. 

Having looked at both Azoulay and Sontag’s theory I believe that if we actively watch and immerse 
ourselves into the images of Varela, they have the power to create change. 

Frontline Fight

Maria Varela is a Mexican woman who created photographs showing the black community taking 
leadership and creating change, something rarely acknowledged by those outside of the community. 
Varela, like Derby, worked for the SNCC as an educator, however despite similar goals, they took 
different paths. Varela found herself documenting the violence and the protests rather than everyday life. 
As well as the ordinary, the SNCC’s ambition was to document the protests and the police violence too; 
they wanted to cover every aspect of the movement. The large variety of “images capture both raucous 
scenes and quiet moments of strength and courage,” (Speltz, 2016, 17), reinforcing how important 
capturing a variety of images was to the photographers at the SNCC. 

Azoulay shows the importance that photography plays in bringing events and attitudes to the forefront 
of society, in turn making them accessible to the gaze. This reinforces the key role that the camera 
played in creating awareness of the injustices in 1960s America. “Cameras were powerful weapons 
during the black freedom movement because they allowed individuals and groups to shape their own 
image and influence public opinion” (Speltz, 2016, 63) The camera changed the way minority groups 
were perceived, allowing the viewer to form an opinion free of societal bias. 

Through her role as an activist photographer, Varela had a duty to accurately portray what she was 
seeing, something Sontag believed photographers struggled with due to the amount of power they 
held over the subject. Looking at Varela’s work through the eyes of Azoulay you would see how Varela 
is using her position of power alongside the spectator to voice the subject’s struggle. The way the 
photographer addresses the subject is key, as activist photographers “who controlled the point of 
view of movement imagery, shaped the narrative of the quest for racial injustice.” (Speltz, 2016, 63) 
The photographs that were dispersed throughout the media are responsible for the way in which the 
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movement was perceived by those who were not directly witnessing it. This is why “the importance 
of the camera – and the photographer’s ability to represent a person as he or she wished to be seen 
– cannot be over-estimated” (Speltz, 2016, 63), which reinforces Azoulay’s idea of communicating the 
gaze of the subject rather than the photographer communicating their gaze through the subject. In 
some cases, these images were the only way for voices, which were too easily dismissed, to be heard. 
By documenting the violence, a new narrative of police brutality and aggression was created, one that 
could be ignored without photographic evidence.

“The fight for black rights was dangerous, and photography was a potent and volatile weapon that 
was used to further the crusade for justice and to protect its participants.” (Speltz, 2016, 115) The 
camera was effective yet unpredictable weapon that helped to spread awareness, as well as protect 
those around them. As cameras became so influential in society, and people realised how powerful 
images were, the fear of being photographed whilst in the wrong almost acted as a deterrent. “Cameras 
could serve as a form of protection, signalling to counter protestors and police that their actions would 
be documented and that they would be held accountable” (Speltz, 2016, 115) This displays how 
photographs were shown to depict the truth and often used as evidence, but most importantly they 
protected those who were most vulnerable from those who have always had their way, without the fear 
of being caught. Racial attacks and police brutality had been common, until the camera was used as a 
form of exposure and liberation. 

However, an issue with the redistribution of violent images is that it can be traumatic to those who can 
personally relate. Blindly sharing these images to raise awareness ignores the impact this could have on 
that the very people you are trying to help. If your ‘activism’ (a term used loosely due to the performative 
aspect of sharing these images) is harming, it doesn’t follow the principles of allyship. 

Figure 4: Varela M, 1966 ‘Meredith March.’

‘Figure 4’ was taken in 1966, in Mississippi during the Meredith March. It focuses on three young men, 
the man in the foreground is wearing a t-shirt with a hand drawn black panther across the front. The 
handmade aspect creates a stark contrast to the Black Panthers being seen as organised terrorists. In 
1966, the Black Panther party was a new party that was an extension of the black power movement. 
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The Black Panther party originated in Alabama, a state which had a rule that meant you must have an 
emblem to be deemed a political party. ‘Black Power’ became the slogan of the Meredith March, it 
installs the idea of the black community having the power and ability to control their own destiny; this 
slogan is still chanted today during BLM marches. The fact that the men are so young highlights the 
urgency of the movement, and that it will not be ending soon, their generation must continue to bring 
about change and challenge the injustices within. 

Varela said when taking this picture, she saw “mirrored in the eyes of that youth was a strength and a 
pride that had been freed from within.” (Varela, SNCC Digital Gateway) This highlights the liberation and 
freedom that is created through the acts of marching and protesting. These emotions also suggest that 
there are no violent intentions when protesting, they are just exercising their right to speak out. They all 
share the same facial expression, one of tenacity and grit, the determination is palpable, equality will be 
achieved. This image radiates power and drive, it encourages you to submerge yourself into the image 
and join the charge for justice. 

Figure 5: Varela M, ‘Marching children and a Mississippi State Police sharpshooter, near Jackson’

‘Figure 5’ is severely disconcerting, the discomfort created by the contrast of children and the gun is 
profound. It makes you question the reality of society during the movement. The juxtaposition of the 
children, who symbolise innocence and vulnerability, and the gun that represents hurt and violence, is 
unsettling. The composition of the image is essential when explaining the power dynamic of society. The 
armed policeman is directly in the centre of the image, perfectly in-between the line of kids; the state 
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policeman has a relaxed stance. On the other hand, the body language of the sharpshooter suggests 
that the state is always watching, they are lurking and ready to act. The firearm acts as a symbol of the 
unrest and lack of trust in society. 

By foregrounding children in the photograph, who are entranced by the camera, the gun is apparently 
being ignored. This small action gives us a window into the reality of life for them. They are unfazed by 
the gun, but the idea of being worthy of being the subject of a photograph is new to them. The children 
are holding hands, a technique often used by teachers to keep all pupils together and accounted for, 
especially when they are young. The children are marching alongside their school, this does not need a 
police presence. It also reiterates their innocence, and emphasises the shock factor and discomfort, this 
makes the image memorable and therefore more effective in the strive for change. Taking on an active 
responsibility, the power of the image is emancipated, in the manner Azoulay feels that images have the 
power to alter the world. We, as the audience, have just been viewing them incorrectly.

    Figure 6: Varela M, Reflection of Meredith Marches’

“This is an elusive photograph, one that defies easy assignment to a particular place or time.” (Raiford, 
2007) The abstract nature of ‘figure 6’ means that we cannot identity or pinpoint a specific moment, 
suggesting that the image is timeless. The image composition is slightly off centre, the protestors 
continue past the edge of the image, adding a sense of mystery. The empty space left by the unusual 
composition creates a void of the unknown, which leaves us with a space that needs to be filled. It ends 
up being filled by personal desire, a desire built of many unanswered questions. 

This personal desire is enhanced by the puddle, which creates a reflection. A puddle is created by 
tension on a flat surface, in this case the tension is symbolic of the unrest in society. The reflection 
makes us, as an audience, reflect on ourselves. We must consider the role we play within the civil rights 
movement and after. How do we play a part in the continuation of discrimination and white supremacy? 
Are we contributing to the fight back? This image forces us to evaluate our position in society, it forces 
us to accept our privileges, a necessary step in fighting white dominance.

Looking at this image 55 years after it was taken is an eye-opening experience as it has lost no power. 
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From this image we can still determine the struggle for civil rights and identify how hard the protestors 
fought and the risks they took for future generations. This image has huge benefits when looking at 
it from a modern-day perspective; it forces us to look at society today and question if we have done 
enough to honour those who, for so many years, tried to dismantle institutionalised racism. 

Without directly using images of violence, all Varela’s work has undertones of violence, as if something 
is unbalanced and about to implode. This is representative of the nature of society during these 
tumultuous times. The power of images from the frontline are singular, no other form of media comes 
close. Unity and brotherhood radiate from these images. The importance these images carry in 
depicting a united force, all striving for one common goal, is almost a vison of utopia. But also a vision 
only accessible to those who involve themselves from within. 

Conclusion: 

Derby and Varela both effectively used photography during the civil rights movement to positively 
impact African American communities; the photographs they took communicated the urgency of the 
issues in 1960s America. 

The pictures I chose to explore “not only allow us to fully appreciate the expansive visual record of 
the fight for justice and equality in America but also provide a lens through which we can assess the 
impact and significance of the role of photography and representation play in the ongoing struggle 
today.” (Speltz, 2016, 66) The representation of ethnic minorities is an essential part of questioning 
institutionalised racism; negative stereotypes uphold white supremacy as they are opinions created by 
white people that aim to maintain white dominance in society, especially in positions of power. 

I chose to look at the work of Varela through the eyes of Azoulay as it created a whole new way to look 
at violent and intense imagery - it allowed them to become real. However, the controversy of violent 
images still stands, they must be viewed and shared correctly for them to avoid being exploitative 
or continue the act of revictimisation. Nonetheless, Varela’s images are an essential documentation 
that show the reality of the movement for many, it is a part of the movement that carries signification 
meaning and consequently cannot be forgotten, these images must be treated with sincerity and 
honesty. 

In this essay I have looked at how Derby exemplified the work of hooks through her sensitive 
appreciation of the African American community. Derby’s images focused on the idea of humanisation, 
allowing those who had once distanced themselves from the black community to find common ground. 
They also aided the positive representation of communities, a key factor that the movement wanted to 
address. 

The idea of allyship is pivotal to the dismantling of systematic racism. White people must accept and 
acknowledge their privilege for their actions to be effective. The idea of ‘performative activism’ was 
raised during the summer of 2020 when 20 million people posted a black square for #blackouttuesday, 
to suggest solidarity with BLM, yet only half this number actually signed the petitions to get justice for 
those murdered by the police. This kind of activism extends to the circulation of violent videos showing 
police brutality or even further, images of dead bodies. These videos and images raise the question of 
why do we share visuals of dead black bodies but not dead white bodies? This shows how dead white 
bodies get a degree of dignity and privacy that is not reciprocated to the bodies of black people. By 
sharing these images, nothing is achieved; if you benefit from white privilege, you must do more and 
challenge your own position within society to be an effective ally. You must not seek validation of your 
actions; you must actively refuse to comply with the idea of whiteness and subvert white authority. 

Through conducting my research, I identified the similarities between now and 1960s America - racism 
may not be as tolerated but its eradication is not prioritised as an issue. It still seems to be a part of our 
everyday life, it is tolerated as it rarely impacts those who have the power to change it, and this creates 
a cycle of systematic racism. 
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These “photographs resonate profoundly today precisely because they remain so relevant, reminding 
today’s viewer that there is still much work to be done.” (Speltz, page 90) This reiterates the urgency 
of this dissertation as there is still so much to change. Times may have changed in terms of law 
and segregation, but racism is still very prevalent today. The rise of BLM helps to continue to raise 
awareness of the injustices within society - it is what encouraged me to educate myself on the previous 
struggles to end white supremacy. 

Micro-aggressions are a form of everyday racism, they may be less outright, but they are still just as 
impactful and essential in the continuation of oppression and oppressive behaviour. The term micro-
aggressions does not accurately reflect the impact that they have on individuals when they are faced 
with them repeatedly. As an ally, when we hear comments such as, ‘You’re really pretty for a black girl,’ 
or ‘Do you have a nickname or a shortened version?’ we must challenge them. These phrases translate 
into ignorance and racism. The first phrase suggests that being black cannot be attractive or beautiful 
because it does not fit into the white-centric beauty standards of society. The second is a complete 
disregard of individuality, it screams that you place no value on their name and therefore their culture. 
These remarks are meant to belittle, they are essentially the foundations of a racist society and reinforce 
white superiority. 

Throughout this dissertation I have explored the importance of women in the fight for civil rights, 
whilst also questioning the effectiveness of imagery in the fight for racial justice. I have challenged 
the role of the white supremacist gaze by looking at photography through numerous gazes, allowing 
different perspectives of the same event, something that is offered to society by the white dominated 
media.                                                                                                                                           

The female dominance throughout this dissertation is to highlight and appreciate the work black women 
did, and still do, for their communities, work that has often been dismissed. The civil rights movement 
inspired women’s suffrage and the women’s rights movement, and we must pay homage to the black 
women who paved way for white women in society. The civil rights movement was a social justice 
springboard. 

It is important to remember that not all white people uphold white supremacy, but white supremacy 
upholds all white people. This must change. 
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Introduction: ‘Who am I? Who are We?’ 

What does it mean to be mixed-race? It’s a question that has come up time and again for mixed-
race people, including myself who, at the point of writing, is struggling to grasp its fleeting essence 
and capture it in words. My mixed-race experience has elicited certain insecurities in my identity; It’s 
something that made me question to what extent I was Black or white and, as Loyle Carner (2019) 
says, ‘[wonder] my cost up in this space’. The term almost functions on an axis, halfway between entity 
and ‘in-definition’. Walking along that line is often characterised by ‘ambiguity’ or a kind of ‘grey area’, 
something I call ‘Limbo’ or an ‘unhomeliness’ (See Homi Bhabha, 1994).

This presumed ‘lack of definition’ has trivialised perceptions from those outside of the experience, often 
skewing mixed-race to fit external ideologies. However, this is a discussion frequently in absence of the 
historical and socio-political implications of ‘mixed-raceness’. By unravelling the theory of mixed-race 
identity, this thesis will attempt to address and challenge the enmeshed structural implications of mixed-
race, and how this bears on the articulation of mixed-race identity throughout time. Thus, a key question 
for this thesis is how we can elaborate on the strategies and theoretical potentialities of mixed-race 
identity. 

With that said, I’ve acknowledged that my personal experience will influence my understandings 
and conclusions and thus my analysis may not be representative of all mixed-race people and their 
respective identities and experiences. I have chosen to focus on those of mixed black-white heritage 
in this thesis; my choice by no means aims to invalidate or conflate the unique experiences or histories 
of other mixed-race people of various heritages. However, the excess or absence of certain topics 
does not signify my unawareness or disregard towards other topics, I hope to express sentiments that 
are somewhat universally applicable. I have included what I can within my limits, knowing that this is a 
discussion that can branch off into a plethora of other enquiries that, while they shouldn’t go unnoticed, 
could deviate from my hypothesis. This thesis attempts to form a ‘transitional space’ that provides 
sufficient material to contribute to an ever-expanding discourse on mixed-race identity. 
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Coming to Terms: Modernity and Mixed-Race

The concept of race has historically been difficult to define. It has always been pressured by the vexing 
task of determining and dividing the boundaries between discrete races but outpaced by the number 
of them believed to be in existence. The ambiguities and confusion around race compelled many of 
the original theorists and anthropologists behind the conception of race to categorise humans into 
only four or five distinct races (e.g. white/Caucasian, Black/African, Asian, and Native American), while 
others argued that because human groups share not only physical phenotypes but also clusters of 
genetic material, non-discrete racial subdivisions can arise and, thus, be categorised uniquely e.g. 
Nordic, Alpine, and Mediterranean. Conversely, many have challenged the logic behind the formation 
and character of certain ‘races’; believing them to be socially constructed and bound to a system of 
racialised social hierarchies that it could not exist without, while others argue that ‘racial democracies’ 
are achievable. 

What, then, would be the moral status of racial identity? It could be suggested that race and ethnicity 
form the foundations for humanity to be divided and stipulated by boundaries. Thus, ‘difference’ 
facilitates the essence of identity to be constructed from an ontological perspective. However, this 
suggests that race is discrete and essentialist and thus pleads the question of not only what makes up 
the borders of race but what falls in between them? Such is the case for mixed-race people, who may 
find groundedness in racial identity but lack a rootedness in race itself. Mixed-race identity is afflicted 
with questions of belonging and whether it is appropriate to belong to any one definition of ‘race’ and/or 
identity. 

This chapter aims to explore the historical and political implications of mixed-race identity by analysing 
the annals of European philosophy and anthropology to provide an explanation for the psychological 
impact of race on mixed-race individuals and, thus, how prominent characterisations of mixed-race 
became ingrained in the paradigms of occidental society. To fully understand these conditions, it 
is useful to understand how race came to be defined, particularly in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
century when, as mentioned above, humanity was divided into multiple racial categories with variables 
in biological traits moulding the distinctions between them. Traveller and physicist, Francois Bernier, 
provided one of the first important articulations on the concept of race in his book, ‘A New Division of 
the Earth’ (1684). Based on his travels through Egypt, India, and Persia, this essay presented a division 
of humanity into ‘four or five species or races of men in particular whose difference is so remarkable 
that it may be properly made use of as the foundation for a new division of the earth’ (2000, pp.1-2). 
However, he fell short in his reflections regarding the scientific relationship between racial division and 
the human race in general. Consequently, ‘science’ later became central to racial discourse; evoking the 
key question of whether humanity evolved from one common ancestor, known as ‘monogenesis’ which 
corresponded with the Biblical story of creation, or whether different human races descended from 
different ancestral roots, known as ‘polygenesis’. Accordingly, the former position contended that all 
races are nevertheless members of a common human species, whereas the latter saw races as distinct 
species. 

Controversy would define this topic for years, and although the theory of monogenesis would 
outmode polygenesis through rigorous scientific research, there was little evidence to provide an 
explanation of what informed the ‘difference’ between racial identities. This drew many notable 
philosophers into the debate such as Scottish enlightenment philosopher David Hume who, in his 
essay ‘Of National Characters’ (1754/1776), insisted that cultural and psychological influences were 
the cause of distinctions between races as a result of close social interaction and imitation. Rejecting 
the predominant environmentalist theories of the time, Hume inserts a footnote in the 1754 edition – 
paraphrased by Burgos and Michael (2020) – wherein he writes: 

‘I am apt to suspect the negroes and in general all the other species of men (for there are four or 
five different kinds) to be naturally inferior to whites. There never was a civilized nation of any other 
complexion than white, nor even any individual eminent either in action or speculation”. Whereas even 
the most barbarous white nations such as the Germans “have something eminent about them,” the 
“uniform and constant difference” in accomplishment between whites and non-whites could not occur 
“if nature had not made an original distinction betwixt these breeds of men” (2020).
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Hume’s generalisation about ‘negro inferiority’ was backed up with a polygenic assumption of racial 
essence, that is, there would have to be something characteristic about each human group to determine 
it as a distinctive ‘race’. However, Hume could not provide empirical evidence in his sweeping 
generalisation of racial essences, although, ‘by placing the burden of proof on the term ‘natural’’, Zack 
writes, he would ‘open the door for what was later to develop into combined physical and psychological 
theories of racial difference’ (2002, p.17). Immanuel Kant would later fill in the gaps left by Hume, by 
providing a theory on hereditary national characters which blended the biological aspects of race and 
cultural differences, or otherwise posited a third factor as the cause of both of them. In his essay, ‘On 
the Different Races of Man’ (1777), Kant would distinguish racial difference based on the mixed-race 
offspring who were born to two parents from distinct races (e.g. Black and white), this deviation – 
meaning ‘the hereditary differences of animals belonging to a single stock’ (2002, p.18) – was called a 
‘variety’: something ‘which maintain[ed] resemblance often and persistently’ (ibid). This resemblance 
was found, by Kant, to be skin colour which he believed constituted the ‘predisposition of man, 
determining a distinctively human essence that [made] it possible for him to develop as a civilised being’ 
(2002 [1798], p.22). Kant would link Hume’s generalisation of Black people and their assumed lack of 
historical accomplishment as a result of racial essences; the belief that intelligence and skin colour were 
inextricably and probably necessarily connected to real essences of race. 

‘The Negroes of Africa have by nature no feeling that rises above the trifling. Mr. Hume challenges 
anyone to cite a single example in which a Negro has shown talents, and asserts that among the 
hundreds of thousands of blacks who are transported elsewhere from their countries, although many 
of them have even been set free, still not a single one was ever found who presented anything great in 
art or science or any other praise-worthy quality, even though among the whites some continually rise 
aloft from the lowest rabble, and through superior gifts earn respect in the world. So fundamental is the 
difference between these two races of man, and it appears to be as great in regard to mental capacities 
as in color’ (1997a, pp.55-56) 

The stigmatisation of intelligence and its relationship with skin colour reverberated in discussions around 
racial hybridity. Though it was scientifically possible for interracial mixing, it was deemed theoretically 
unsustainable; biologically and socially. It was held that only ‘eugensic’ races (highly similar ones) could 
mix, not ‘dysgenic’ races (extremely disparate ones) (2018a, p. 21-22) which would create ‘mulattoes’ 
who were considered physically weaker than their minority parent group and less intelligent than their 
white parent group. This would indicate how an early stigmatisation of mixed black-white individuals 
may have been established – Hume and Kant constructed the idea of European superiority which saw 
mixed-race as synonymous with blackness and thus the essentialist notion of ‘negro inferiority’. Hence, 
‘whiteness’ became something to preserve and mixed-race people embodied the contingent threat of 
the degradation of the white race. 

These ideologies were visually reflected in the Spanish ‘casta paintings’ that were produced throughout 
the 18th century in New Spain (Mexico). These paintings attempted to construct a model for the racial/
social hierarchies of New Spain by documenting the miscegenation among Europeans, Indigenous 
peoples, Africans, and the existing mixed-race population. These paintings would usually be in a 
series of 16 (Fig. 1.1); the first position was always held by the ‘civilised’ elite Spanish man and an 
elite Indigenous woman, accompanied by their offspring: a ‘mestizo’ (“mixed”). As the casta series 
progresses and the mixing increases, some of the names used to label people demonstrate social 
anxiety over interracial mixing and can often be pejorative. For instance, ‘cambujo’ and ‘mulato’ both 
referred to donkeys and mules respectively, and ‘torna atras’ (“Return-Backwards”) distinguished darker-
skinned children born to phenotypically light-skinned parents, the label suggests a retreat towards 
impurity. Other artists, such as Andrés de Islas and Juan Rodriguez Juarez (Fig. 1.2, Fig 1.3), would 
depict the social consequences of interracial families, specifically the antagonistic disharmony between 
a white Spanish man, his African wife, and their ‘mulato’ child – seemingly mediating the tension. Casta 
paintings were commissioned by the New Spanish elite to export to Spain as souvenirs for wealthy 
European audiences. While they had no official lawful influence, they helped in reflecting Enlightenment 
concerns about racial purity. 
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Figure 1.2

Figure 1.3
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The essence of white purity and supremacy was paramount and subsequently guarded by race theorists 
like Arthur de Gobineau who argued, in his ‘Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races’ ([1853]1915), 
that humanity was governed by laws of ‘attraction’ and ‘repulsion’ (1915, p.30); that is, civilisation would 
emerge if humans obeyed the law of attraction and, through intermingling, eventually produce a pure 
race. Any further intermingling would lead to a degeneration in the race through a decline in the quality 
of its blood. In other words, whiteness was governed by laws of attraction while non-white races were 
allegedly governed by laws of repulsion, and thus not civilised. Consequently, in efforts to sustain the 
essence of whiteness, Kant (et al.) would later speculate upon the improvement of races by developing 
‘noble strains’ whose hereditary properties such as ‘intellect, competence and integrity’ (2002, p.21) 
could be inherited through carefully selected offspring. 

This would anticipate the Darwinian theory of ‘sexual selection’ (1859, 1871) – the theory of the creation 
of races through repeated mating among individuals with similar traits – which became a central focus 
for race thinking in the nineteenth century alongside the introduction of the term ‘eugenics’ in 1883 
by Francis Galton in his essay, ‘Inquiries into Human Faculty and Development’. Galton advocated for 
the enforced breeding of ‘higher types’ – particularly Europeans (or the white race) – in his later essay, 
‘Eugenics: Its Definition, Scope, and Aims’ (1904), believing that selective breeding could improve the 
‘health, energy, ability, manliness and courteous disposition’ of the human species. Galton’s studies 
were cultivated in emerging notions of modernity; he turned to new technologies such as photography 
in order to justify the implementation of eugenics in society. Galton started on a project in 1877 in which 
he produced composite portraits of different groups of people in an effort to portray the similarities 
each group shared by exposing multiple mugshots on to a singular photographic plate. As these 
portraits were reproduced onto one another, physical similarities emerged within the relative groups and 
differences became indistinct. The composites attempted to divide society into distinct groups such 
as, criminals, Royal Engineers and Jewish schoolboys (Fig. 1.4, Fig. 1.5). In effect, Galton’s composite 
portraits sought to reshape social categories as both biologically determined and ‘readily available in 
the evidence of the human body’ (1984, p.6). Furthermore, the project served a useful rhetorical function 
within a wider thesis centred on the hereditary transmission of moral and intellectual faculties, thus, 
endorsing certain prejudices that could now be justified through these distinct physiognomic templates 
passed down through generations, much like a daughter inherits her father’s nose.

Figure 1.4

Figure 1.5
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Galton’s studies were ground-breaking at the time and his notability would allow him to campaign for 
eugenics to become an element in popular culture – a ‘new religion’ – and even influence ‘negative 
eugenics’ becoming part of public policy in the US, necessitating the forceful sterilisation of the 
‘feebleminded’ and ‘infirm’, a view shared by many important figures such as Winston Churchill and 
Theodore Roosevelt. Galton believed that ‘lesser races’ would be an infringement on the progress 
of the civilised world. He reiterated the same beliefs in the ‘inferior Negro race’ that Hume and Kant 
had, arguing that ‘average negroes possess too little intellect, self-reliance, and self-control to make it 
possible for them to sustain the burden of any respectable form of civilization’ (1873). 

By the end of the nineteenth century, the scientific argument of distinct ‘racial species’ was essentially 
outmoded, meanwhile the eugenics movement was gaining traction and continued to inform and shape 
scientific thought about race and racial mixing. While there was never a ban on interracial marriage in 
Britain as there was in the US, racial mixing was seen by many as undesirable. Events such as the 1919 
race riots in Liverpool were fuelled by the propagation of pseudo-scientific beliefs and propaganda in 
the effects of miscegenation as well as the dire effects of poverty, catalysing anti-Black violence from 
white ex-servicemen who started attacking and, in some cases, killing black men – many of whom 
had also fought for Britain in the war. The aftermath of the anti-Black riots saw the problem of ‘half-
caste’ children in Liverpool take on greater significance and as a result they were tracked, measured, 
and interrogated in an effort, backed by the eugenics society, to engender ‘intellectual legitimisation 
of racialized ideology that effectively produced a climate of opinion that sought to reduce the sexual 
interaction between Black and white people’ (2008a, p.217). ‘Interracial sexuality’, writes Ferber, 
‘threatens the borders of white identity, mixed-race people become the embodiment of that threat’ 
(1998, p.111). 

A 1920 study of mixed-race children in Liverpool by a young social-work graduate named Muriel 
Fletcher – so influential in its time that it is credited with cementing the concept of ‘half-caste’ in popular 
imagination – found that these children were the cause of intractable social problems. Their physical 
dimensions were carefully studied, in much the same ways Jews were later documented by the Nazis, 
for signs of genetic inferiority and abhorrence. Liverpool’s ‘half-castes’ were condemned for their ‘bluish 
brown negro eyes’, ‘everted lips’, ‘broad flat negro nose’ and ‘half-caste appearance’ (2008a, p.231). 
They were pronounced to be frequently sickly, and intellectually inferior, with intelligence ‘below the 
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average [of the ‘low type of white child’]’ (2008a, p.232). Rosalind Edwards even cites a 1944 report by 
Marie Stopes, titled ‘Condition of the Coloured population in a Stepney Area’ which adopted a similar 
eugenicist tone, advocating that ‘half-castes’ be ‘sterilised at birth’ (2012a, p.38).

Evidently, influential thinkers such as Hume, Kant and Galton (et al.) provided fertile ground for ‘practices 
of knowledge and meaning making’ (West, 1982, p.47) to grow into discourses of modernity, resulting 
in the reiteration of their sentiments in the same fields of anthropology and philosophy centuries later. 
In the twentieth century, Britain would continue its imperial expansion across the globe, bringing the 
metropole closer to the ‘Other’; consequently arousing concerns around the ‘uncertain crossing and 
invasion of identities’ (1995, p.2) – racial, classed, and gendered. The controversy behind the Empire 
Windrush, for instance, meant that Black people migrating to Britain from British colonies were seen as 
an ‘incursion’ (1948) that would dismantle the ‘harmony, strength and cohesion’ (2016, p.495) of Britain. 
In other words, Black Britishness was an invasion of that which was essentially white. If interracial 
mixing was a ‘contagion’, then mixed-race offspring were the ‘side effect’, a prominent prophecy of 
what the world could look like; ‘The cloud no bigger than a man’s hand that can so rapidly overcast the 
sky’ (1968, p.6).

Modern racism – informed by ‘the controlling metaphors, notions, categories, and norms that shape 
the predominant conception of truth and knowledge in the modern West’ (1982, p.50) – allows us to 
dissect the roots of race and demarcate the borders of racial identity which, in turn, work to solidify the 
foundations of racial hierarchies and, thus, the institutionalising perceptions of Black and mixed race 
people that would surreptitiously haunt the modern imagination. Indeed, investigating the historical 
presence of mixed race individuals in Europe, uncovers the perverse and probing attitudes that 
characterised their existence as a kind of anomaly within the ‘fixed’ nature of race. One could suggest 
that various influential figures in racial discourse based the ‘realism [of] race on [the] realism [of] mixed-
race’ (2002, p.20), insofar as their existence only made the borders of race more defined. In effect, 
the fabricated myths of Black inferiority were also imposed upon mixed-race people, the results of 
which characterised them as ‘inherently corrupting [and] depraved’ (2018b, p.145) and supposedly the 
Black population in Britain was culpable. Consequently, this legacy spread throughout living memory, 
providing alluvium for the later metamorphoses of ‘mixed-raceness’.

‘Ambiguous Ethnicity’ and the Growth of Sociology

The collapse of the British empire would lead one to believe that, in the wake of ‘national 
consciousness’, we have eventually digressed into a post-racial society. Some even posit the Second 
World War as a pivotal moment; Historian David Olusoga writes that the war was significant in 
making ‘racism less acceptable, not everywhere and not instantly, but in ways that in the long term 
proved hugely significant’ (2016, p.489). Although Britain’s victory inspired a spirit of optimism and 
progressive change, it simultaneously exposed its tumultuous history of race; Britain’s ‘selective 
amnesia’ couldn’t hide the ‘inescapable reality that racism had led to Auschwitz [which] permeated 
the national consciousness’ (2016, p.490). Influenced by the new era of mass migration from British-
Caribbean colonies and the increase of the mixed-race population (Fig. 2.1), the post-war decades saw 
a significant rise in scholarly work on interraciality in the UK, particularly the growth of sociology as a 
means to understand race relations in Britain. 

Early social studies proved to be somewhat progressive in exploring the experiences and patterns 
of racially mixed families and their children, but this was in contrast to the backdrop of popular 
consensus it was constructed on, which deemed the presence of ‘coloured’ immigrants and racial 
mixing as problematic. Later in the ‘70s, some spheres of social work shifted their interests towards the 
‘patterns of acceptance, conviviality, hostility and marginalisation towards interracial families’ in which, 
significantly, ‘they discovered serious personality and identity issues in the mixed-race children in their 
samples’ (2018a, p.430). This chapter aims to explore the growth of sociology in Britain, from the ‘70s 
into the 2010s, and its attempts to understand ‘mixed-race’ through qualitative research. This will take 
the form of an analysis which later intends to challenge the epochal attitudes and beliefs that have 
influenced these studies, then and now.
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The growing practice within social work predominantly saw it necessary for mixed race children to be 
identified – or, as some argued, ‘that they needed to be identified as black’ (2018a, p.429) – so as to 
ensure the development of a healthy racial identity. ‘The popular view, repeated in the earlier research’, 
Bauer writes, ‘had been that neither the ‘black’ nor the ‘white’ community accepted children born 
of mixed marriages, who therefore developed identity ‘problems’ reflecting their ambiguous social 
positions’ (2010, p.28). 

The emergence of sociological research in the 1970s and ‘80s sought to paint a ‘more optimistic picture’ 
(ibid) of mixed-race identity using more qualitative, interpersonal methods that would challenge the 
findings of prior studies predicated on a ‘mixture of impressionistic observation, popular myth and 
theoretical analysis of race and racism in Britain’ (1987, p.16). However, predominant attitudes weren’t 
‘scarce’ from social work, for instance; Susan Benson’s 1981 study of interracial families living in 
Brixton, has been cited as one example of the more ‘sombre’ images of interraciality, despite it being 
one of the earliest non-clinical accounts on the subject of mixed-race identity. Her sample was made up 
of 20 couples who Benson described as having an ‘ambiguous ethnicity’, which would accompany their 
seemingly ‘ambivalent attitudes’ towards race and ethnicity; as a result, Benson positioned them on the 
margins of society with subsequent ‘social costs and benefits’ that were ‘reflected especially clearly in 
the problems faced by the children of these interracial couples’ (1981, p.133). Benson reported issues 
such as children’s denial of blackness, racial self-loathing and skin-scrubbing that seemed to echo 
similar conclusions in earlier social work. Accordingly, she concluded that:

In a racially divided society, where differences of ethnic origin are of primary significance in establishing 
social identity, the future lives of such [mixed-race] children must, inevitably, be fraught with difficulties’ 
(1981, p.144).

From Benson’s gloomy prognosis alone, undeniably, this study raises cause for concern. In addition 
to the serious self-harm, Bauer cautiously highlights that the focus of the study was the ‘identity of 
the couples rather than on the children’s identity’ (2010, p.28). Benson’s research was conducted 
upon ‘incomplete information’ (1981, p.143) and minimal first-hand accounts from the mixed-race 
children (aged from a few months into their twenties), but rather from ‘her own observations’ and those 
provided by their parents which frequently appeared to express their own ‘anxieties’ about their identity, 
friendships and potential life courses rather than the views of the children (2010, p.234). Additionally, 

Figure 2.1
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Benson neglected the role played by distinctions in locality and class, as well as the wider racial and 
social context of the 1970s. Moreover, Benson’s study ‘had ‘special credibility’ because she was of 
mixed heritage herself’ (ibid), nevertheless her study served to perpetuate stereotypes of interracial 
families and their mixed-race children.

Academic investigations into interraciality were relatively minimal in the 1980s and subsequent debates 
and experiences were beginning to indicate that, for many, issues of identification and acceptance in 
the formation of a self-sufficient racial identity were rather more multifaceted. One of the most notable 
contributions to this discourse came from sociologist Anne Wilson in her book, ‘Mixed Race Children: 
A Study of Identity’ (1987). Her study on British mixed-race families disputed the stigma of ‘ambiguous 
ethnicity’ by ‘specifically focusing on the identity development and social position of mixed-race 
children who lived with their own parents (one black African/Caribbean parent and one white parent)’ 
(2018a, p.431). Remarkably, the majority of Wilson’s sample, made up of 51 primary school children, 
expressed a ‘positive and secure identity which was neither ‘black’ nor ‘white’ but very clearly between 
the two: ‘brown’, ‘coloured’, ‘half-and-half’ or ‘half-caste’’ (2018a, p.432). Interestingly, those with this 
type of ‘intermediate identification’ were more likely to live in multicultural areas, whereas children who 
saw themselves as white or with inconsistent identities were more likely to reside in white localities. 
Significantly, Wilson’s research showed that racism, while certainly a feature in the lives of the children 
and their families, was not necessarily a defining nor constraining feature. 

Later, in 1993, Tizard and Phoenix would elaborate on these conclusions in their research amongst 
58 ‘black, white and mixed-parentage’ teenagers, (1993a, pp.86-87) living across London with one 
or both parents. Their largely influential book, ‘Black, White or Mixed Race?’ (1993a), found that the 
lives of these mixed-race children were not ‘inevitably fraught with difficulties’, in fact; these children 
showed a lack of identity problems, as well as ‘displaying positive, plural and dynamic racial identities, 
ones that acknowledged and found pride in being ‘mixed’ as well as being ‘black’ and, like other social 
identities, could shift depending on social circumstances and influences’ (2018a, p.432). The study was 
especially noteworthy as it presented a wide diversity of experiences that expressed the complexity 
of their identities, histories and needs. Factors such as class, gender, neighbourhood, schooling, 
family dynamics, appearance, stage of life, individual personalities and the effect of media and societal 
attitudes on race and ethnicity, were found to affect individual identity choices. 

It is interesting to see the shift in attitude amongst some of these studies as the years progress and 
Britain’s multicultural population expands, especially in London. Notably, studies started to refine the 
image of mixed-raceness by considering the influence of other social factors on the development of 
mixed-racial identities. However, by overlooking the common thread of ‘infantilisation’ between these 
influential studies, the reader may misunderstand identity formation simply as a developmental stage in 
childhood before it becomes static. This is unlike some later works (e.g. Ifekwunigwe, 1998 et al.) where 
the voices of mixed-race adults, rather than the children, are placed at the heart of the study, thereby 
contextualising ‘mixed-raceness’ as part of a person’s life course. Furthermore, these ‘optimistic’ 
studies run the risk of exemplifying mixed-race identity as unproblematic or unphased by the influences 
of external sociological interactions. Sara Ahmed, in ‘Mixed Orientations’ (2014), posits that ‘mixed 
intimacies bear the weight of a national fantasy’, that is, ‘the mixed-race body [becomes] the incarnation 
of a harmonious, ‘happy’, mixture: a meeting point between two races, where some original purity is 
assumed and where anxieties about interracial relations can be displaced’ (2014a, p.12). Alternatively, 
the mixed-race body is situated ‘within the logic of the double negative: as ‘not’ being black or white, 
haunted by all that it is not’ (ibid). 

Although this does position mixed-race people within a confined apparatus, Ahmed does provide a 
considerable argument; reminding us to deliberate those accounts of mixed-race people who express 
the difficulties they have, or have had, in developing a secure, self-sufficient identity. Haran Rasalingam 
explores this avenue in his book, ‘I am me’ (2019a), in which he collaborates with other mixed-race 
therapists in interviews about their lived experiences to expose the lack of research and understanding 
of the mixed-race condition, particularly in the field of psychotherapy. Rasalingam’s sample of 6 ‘co-
researchers’ (CR), ranging from their early 30s-50s, was chosen on the basis that they considered 
‘themselves in some way to have/have had a mixed-race identity’ and that this identity constituted as an 
‘issue for the co-researchers to some extent’ (2019a, pp.40-41). 
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Rasalingam found that all co-researchers’ experiences of having mixed-race identities were strongly tied 
to the social and geographical environments in which they were situated. They recounted experiences 
where others challenged their perceived ‘ambiguity’, provoked by questions such as ‘what are 
you?’/’where are you from?’ which seemed to highlight a ‘perceived inability to fit into ‘pre-established 
cultural/ethnic/racial constructs’ (2019a, p.313). ‘CR5’, in particular, expressed that ‘what she objected 
to most was when people told her what she was’ (My emphasis; 2019a, p.316). Research showed that 
these types of social encounters only worked to accentuate a sense of inner conflict or unbelonging. As 
such, each co-researcher employed certain strategies in order to mitigate the pressures of identity, such 
as ‘CR1’ choosing to anchor herself in a black identity and ‘CR2’ embracing her ambiguity with age, 
and despite having no exposure to her black heritage on her father’s side, ‘she found that she could slip 
quite easily and comfortably into ‘black’ contexts’ (2019a, p.325). Accordingly, Rasalingam concluded 
that: 

‘There was a tension between, on the one hand, trying to accommodate social attitudes and to try and 
find a way to be accepted by society, and on the other hand, resisting, rejecting and fighting against 
social norms in order to reclaim personal validity and uniqueness’ (2019a, p.329). 

Significantly, this study does share similarities with Ahmed’s theorisation; it shows that encounters with 
ambiguity and displacement may produce pressurised environments for mixed-race individuals and 
thus, elicit transformations in their identity. Bauer reaches similar conclusions in her own research; 

‘…Individuals’ sense of identity – who we are, where we come from – may be internalised during 
primary socialisation when externally composed categorisations become major contributors to ethnicity. 
However, whether through external categorisations or self-ascriptions, perceptions of the self are 
products of local contexts that undergo continual change over time and under particular social and/or 
political circumstances’ (2010, p.237).

With some hindsight, we are able to re-evaluate the conditions and conclusions of past studies as 
well as what was thought to constitute mixed-race identity. As contemporaries of those in Benson’s 
and Wilson’s research, Rasalingam’s co-researchers have provided a useful comparison that suggests 
mixed-race identity is not confined to simple developmental phases. The most prominent outcomes 
show that racial identity and locality can be decisive factors in the lives of mixed-race people, 
subsequently influencing their social interactions and the identity they might assume. This provides 
an insight into how mixed-race people may encounter ambiguity and ambivalence; highlighting the 
significance of ‘border identities’ or ‘borderland experiences’ and how they affect various strategies of 
identity. Correspondingly, as seen in Rasalingam’s study, ‘mixed-raceness’ demonstrates the ability to 
challenge people’s rigid perceptions of racialised differences, hence, racialised borders in this case, 
may be porous because an individual may choose to ‘slip’ between, within or across simple binary 
oppositions of difference. With that said, it is important to realise that the border experience has the 
potential to be highly complex; it is a place, and privilege, that cannot be occupied by other majority/
minority groups or individuals and is both entirely unique to some mixed-race people, and transient for 
others. 

The extensive study and theorisation of ‘mixed-raceness’, clearly force us to re-evaluate our 
epistemological understanding of what determines certain markers of identity. Sociology’s emergence 
from modernity, has meant that its subsequent practice has reflected its tenets of thought and 
rationality. The presumed understanding of identity has attempted to represent mixed-race as a stable, 
fixed and unproblematic identity, ‘based on the fundamental premise of there being a ‘real self’ which 
somehow exists independently of the world’ (2019a, p.339). This highlights the necessity to consider the 
syncretic complexities and the varying, multi-layered influences such as race, gender, sexual orientation, 
class, language, religion, geography, age, family and varying cognitive and physical abilities, in future 
research. Accordingly, these perspectives aid in developing a critical understanding of the various 
sociological processes that shape mixed-race identity. Perhaps, we should question our understanding 
of the term ‘mixed-race’ in the hopes that we may subside our reliance on preordained, exclusive logic.
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Looking Back, Moving Forward

This chapter aims to elaborate on the conclusions from the previous chapter by looking at mixed-race 
from a conceptual and theoretical perspective. I hope that a discursive approach will help to dissect 
the social composition of mixed-race and its implications on concepts and strategies of belonging and 
identification. Accordingly, this chapter seeks to question and challenge society’s traditional modes of 
identification and authority, subsequently, encouraging a new approach to the cultural and theoretical 
politics of mixed-race. 

Despite an understanding, in Chapter 2, that ‘no two experiences of mixed-race identity are the same… 
there are things that have come up again and again – common threads…’ (2019b). For example, the 
term ‘mixed-race’ still encompasses connotations of ambiguity that are not too dissimilar from its 
‘non-identical twin’, ‘half-caste’. Of course, this is not to conflate the derogative and historical weight 
of the latter term with its present counterpart. However, as noted by Campion, ‘to ‘mix’ race, or to 
‘half’ caste(s), both suggest the existence of two (or more) distinct entities, fusing together to create 
something that is fundamentally different from those original parts that form it’ (2017, p.45). It is what 
is invoked in this mixing, thereafter, that has significant effects on the formation of mixed-race identity. 
I say this in the knowledge that contemporary experiences of mixed-raceness tell more positive stories 
of identity, and while appreciating that each experience of mixed-race identity is unique, individual 
articulations of experience may not fully encompass all the socio-political factors affecting mixed-race 
identity. We need to account for how social histories are embedded into the personal histories and 
social identities of mixed-race subjects. Factors such as race, most significantly, permeate spheres of 
social interaction and, thus, affect the way any group is identified and thus identify themselves. One may 
look to the historically contingent relationship between blackness and whiteness within the British and 
global context – something which, at its core, can still be identified in our current social climate. Paul 
Gilroy (1993b) elaborates:

‘At present, they remain locked symbiotically in an antagonistic relationship marked out by the 
symbolism of colours which adds to the conspicuous cultural power of their central Manichean dynamic 
– black and white. These colours support a special rhetoric that has grown to be associated with a 
language of nationality and national belonging as well as the languages of “race” and ethnic identity’. 
(1993b, p.1-2)

It is this rhetoric that has also induced ideas about ‘nationality, ethnicity, authenticity, and cultural 
integrity’ (1993b, p.2) that work to uphold social/racial hierarchies and ‘present immutable ethnic 
differences as an absolute break in the histories and experiences of “black” and “white” people’ 
(ibid). Interestingly, this idea of ‘ethnic absolutism’ may be exchanged with the same beliefs in ‘racial 
essences’ that Kant, Hume and Galton all espoused. Gilroy speculates that it ‘has been maximised so 
that it distinguishes people from one another and at the same time acquires an incontestable priority 
over all other dimensions of their social and historical, experience, cultures, and identities’ (1993b, p.3). 
Correspondingly, in John Goto’s book, ‘Lover’s Rock’ (2014), Gilroy writes succinctly, ‘racism always 
denies individuality to those it subordinates’ (2014b). Gilroy’s statement holds a crucial significance 
which obliges us to question how racial identities are constructed; who or what is it that owns, controls 
and defines mixed-race? Are mixed-race people facilitated to self-identify and become guarantors of 
their own identity or is it something that is decided without their consent? 

In Chapter 2, it was found that identifications that arise out of social interactions may not be simple, 
as they call into question many assumptions about an individual’s ’ambiguity’, thus, issues of self 
and identity become internalised. This elucidates how mixed-race identity is produced within certain 
exchanges and environments. Through a re-interpretation of Du Bois’ philosophy of Black ‘double 
consciousness’, a clearer image of what governs racial identity, may become distinguished:

‘…a world which yields him no true self consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the 
revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double consciousness, this sense of always 
looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that 
looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness, an American, a Negro; two souls, 
two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength 
alone keeps it from being torn asunder’ (1903, p.3). 
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The ‘double consciousness’ of mixed-race, situates the subject within an oppressive binary structure, 
characterised by the ‘pervasiveness of certain dualisms in the West’. Will Harris (2019c) cites Donna 
Harraway’s ‘A Cyborg Manifesto’ (1985) to transfigure these dualisms through the lens of mixed-race. 
It becomes evident that these dualisms function within a power-oriented framework, e.g. ‘Self/Other’, 
which always implicates the construction of our identities through what we are and what we are not: 
‘the Self dominates while the Other is dominated;… the Self is associated with mind and culture, the 
Other with nature and the body; the Self is pure and white, the Other black, brown, yellow, or otherwise 
tainted’ (2019c, pp.7-8). Visualising this through the ‘minority’ perspective shows that the Other is 
denied a sense of self-sufficiency, due to their ‘mirror reflection [being] already fractured by a white 
gaze that constitutes [them] from the outside as ‘other’ (2012b, p.82). Notably, Fanon touches on this 
in ‘Black Skin, White Masks’ (1952), maintaining that the Black man sees in the mirror a fragmented 
body comprised of shards of a ‘thousand details, anecdotes, stories… battered down by tom-toms, 
cannibalism, intellectual deficiency, fetishism, racial defects, [and] slave ships’ (1952. p.84), such 
fragments are ‘put together again by another self’ (1952, p.82). Fanon’s analysis culminates into a 
re-interpretation of Lacan’s ‘Mirror Stage’ theory, in which he substitutes the universal subject for the 
racialised object. ‘While for Lacan the bodily schema that alienates the self from itself and creates an 
internal lack or split in the subject is unmarked by difference, another scene emerges when the body is 
marked by race’ (2012b, p.82). Maria Walsh paraphrases Fanon in her book, ‘Art and Psychoanalysis’ 
(2012b):

‘In this scenario, then, the black man appears like a phobic object that the white man must subjugate 
to ensure the stability of his own image… The other, as black man, acts as both a narcissistic guarantor 
of the white subject’s wholeness and poses a problem for that very fantasy, the potentially destabilising 
threat of which thereby engenders the aggression of racism as a defence mechanism to keep the other 
in his place… The signifier ‘black skin’ both fixes identity and signifies its undoing in paradoxically 
opening up this realm of fantasy... The black man internalises the inscription of race on the skin, 
epidermalising this relation which casts him as other, inferior and invisible in his all-too-visible visibility’ 
(2012b, pp.83-84). 

In this respect, the ‘othered’ subject is burdened to live by the ideas conceived in the minds of others, 
which accumulate and manifest within society (the ‘big other’), which Althusser terms as an ‘Ideological 
State Apparatus’ (1970). Comparatively, Althusser imagines a similar type of designation whereby the 
subject is ‘hailed’ or ‘interpellated’ (1971, p.86) by a culture or ideology’s values, through this encounter, 
the subject recognises itself as a subject, and thus internalises these values. Through this reading, the 
racialised subject is subjugated by ideologies ingrained in Western society, perhaps not always explicitly 
but certainly systemically and subconsciously. Chapter 1 suggests that racial identity is also governed 
by the historical cultural hybridities that were the result of transnational events that brought ‘different’ 
races into proximity with one another, as observed through the mixing of races. Therefore, the assumed 
disparities between races do not just permeate the social but also intersect with historically, politically, 
and geographically contingent and sites. 

In this regard, factors such as race and status become translated through location and demonstrate 
how identification can be negotiated within and outside of an individual. The influence of locality has 
been seen in Wilson’s (1987) study of mixed-race children which saw a disparity between identities 
residing in multicultural areas, as opposed to those who typically resided within white localities. 
Significantly, Caballero’s research (2008b) found that mixed-race children in middle-class families tend 
to be ‘encouraged to think beyond ethnic, racial and faith labels or categories, or to explore other facets 
of their identities’ (2008b, p.23), thus, affording them more freedom in identification. Accordingly, parents 
may often attribute ‘cosmopolitan’ labels such as ‘citizens of the world’ to their children, invoking an 
identity that transcends race. Furthermore, privileges ‘such as foreign travel and the ability to choose 
which neighbourhood to live in’ (2008b, p.24) appear to help mixed-race people better articulate and 
read their ethnicities, ‘meaning that there are a range of identity options and life choices available’ to 
them (ibid). While, these factors do not necessarily operate as ‘tools, devices nor reference points that 
mixed-race subjects have complete agency over’ (2017, p.83), it is evident that when they intersect they 
become a ‘significant axis of power that implicates mixed-race identity, playing a significant role in how 
it is constructed and understood’ (2017, p.23). 
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Undoubtedly, identities ‘emerge within the play of specific modalities of power’ (1996, p.4), as stated 
by Stuart Hall. Mixed-race people’s encounters with ambiguity, displacement and internalisation, show 
us that ‘[identities] are more the product of the marking of difference and exclusion, than they are the 
sign of an identical, naturally-constituted unity – an ‘identity’ in its traditional meaning’ (ibid). Edouard 
Glissant states that this ‘difference itself can still contrive to reduce things to the Transparent’ (1997b, 
p.189); the process of understanding people from the perspective of Western thought requires difference 
to be measured and reduced by comparisons and judgements, providing the foundations of its racial/
social hierarchies. As mentioned above, Western society always operates in relation to the Other, 
therefore a movement towards a society where these markers of difference are able to be ‘transcended’, 
would not represent the demolition of hierarchies or some great epochal shift but simply different modes 
in which these structures of power operate. Taking lead from Glissant, I speculate that ‘perhaps we need 
to bring an end to the very notion of scale. Displace all reduction’ (1997b, p.190). The designation of a 
right to ‘Opacity’ grants significant theoretical power to mixed-race identity. Glissant inspires us to;

‘Agree not merely to the right to difference but, carrying this further, agree to the right to opacity that 
is not enclosure within an impenetrable autarchy but subsistence within an irreducible singularity. 
Opacities can coexist and converge, weaving fabrics. To understand these truly one must focus on the 
texture of the weave and not on the nature of its components… Thought of self and thought of other 
here become obsolete in their duality’ (1997b, p.190).

Opacity provides mixed-race people with an agency to define themselves, individually and collectively. 
Denaturing the paradigms that subjugate mixed-race identity may initiate ‘a new cultural politics which 
engages rather than supresses difference’ (1996b, p.162); clearly illustrated within Maria Root’s ‘Bill of 
Rights for People of Mixed Heritage’ (Fig 3.1). Despite the recent origins of this discourse, it’s presence 
is being embraced, increasingly so in our present: for example, online communities such as ‘@Mixed_
in_America’, ‘MixedRaceFaces.com’ and ‘MixedRaceStudies.com’ are providing space for ‘mixed-
raceness’ to be re-ontologised. Through the personal and political re-intervention and a re-writing of the 
codes that have been used to represent mixed-race people, we are able to break the social contract that 
identity pivots around. This is a dialectical reconfiguring that ‘questions binary divisions through which 
such spheres of social experience are often spatially opposed’ (1994, p.19). In his seminal work, ‘The 
Location of Culture’ (1994), Homi Bhabha rethinks questions of identity and social agency through his 
own theory of cultural hybridity, he establishes:

‘What is theoretically innovative, and politically crucial, is the need to think beyond narratives of 
originary and initial subjectivities and to focus on these moments or processes that are produced in the 
articulation of cultural differences. These ‘in-between’ spaces provide the terrain for elaborating new 
strategies of selfhood – singular or communal – that initiate new signs of identity, and innovative sites of 
collaboration, and contestation, in the act of defining society itself’ (1994, p.2). 

Between ‘binary logic’ and ‘fixed identifications’, mixed-race forms an intimate, interstitial passage: a 
‘Third Space’, something which Bhabha constitutes as a site of translation and negotiation. Exploring 
this Third Space reveals its potentialities for political change, ‘here the transformational value of change 
lies in the rearticulation, or translation, of elements that are neither the One nor the Other but something 
else besides, which contests the terms and territories of both’ (1994, p.41; Bhabha’s emphasis). In 
other words, theorising mixed-race compels us to read not only ‘the personal politics of mixed-race but 
the wider social processes that make it emerge in the first place’ (2017, p.199). Doing so exposes the 
various ways in which the components of identity (e.g. race, class, time, place etc.) implicate us all and 
function as the roots of our societies. Uprooting may help us engage with a philosophy that challenges 
us ‘not [to be] prompted by the defining of our identities but by their relation to everything possible as 
well’ (1997b, p.89), and initiate ‘a movement, not referring to Humanity but to the exultant divergence of 
humanities’ (1997b, p.190). One size doesn’t fit all. Notably, the theoretical and practical choices made 
by mixed-race individuals throw into doubt our present understanding of what contributes to an identity. 
What should be understood is that identity may be strategic, unstable, fragmented, heterogeneous; 
always in a process of change, never static; ‘not ‘who we are’ or ‘where we came from’, so much as 
what we might become, how we have been represented and how that bears on how we might represent 
ourselves (1996, p.4). Perhaps situating our understanding of mixed-race along a temporal guideline, 
especially by projecting the narratives of our identities into the future, will set us on an errantry of 
questions that will branch off into further enquiries that test the philosophical limits of our being. 
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Conclusion: ‘Roots or Seeds?’

In the end, everything comes back to those words that uttered genesis, ‘Who am I?’ Writing this thesis 
often presented a crossroads between theoretical enquiry and a search for identity. My person divided, 
‘[I] encountered [my]self in a double movement…once as stranger, and then as friend (1994, p.xxv). 

Throughout this thesis, research has shown that mixed-race is not new, and that its perceptions were 
overruled by the intervening agency of history and philosophy, entangling it within queries of purity, 
categorisation and conformity. Even still, in recent times, we encounter the ghosts of these concepts 
invoked within our ‘post-modern’ societies and rationale. In spite of this, communities have not been 
deterred from re-defining themselves. In accounting for the intersecting aspects of race, class, time 
and place, this thesis has shown the practicality of combining and translating the resources of other 
histories, meanings and discourses so that we might exceed the limits of hierarchies based within 
authoritative structures that institutionalise the idea of (mixed-race) authenticity through persistent 
enquiries into the ‘ambiguity’ of our identity. Situating critical race theory within a mixed-race framework 
helps us to ‘consider how mixed race exposes new forms of race/isms, rather than how it unsettles, 
deconstructs or moves us beyond race’ (2017, p.47). The process of ‘cultural hybridity’ establishes 

Figure 3.1
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new sites of negotiation; a repositioning that urges us to relinquish our hold on the past to reveal our 
way forward and elaborate on strategies of identity, ‘which they oblige us to read not as an endless 
reiteration but as ‘the changing same’: not the so-called return to roots but a coming-to-terms-with-our 
‘routes’’ (1996, p.4).

To advance this, I would suggest that our roots are within ourselves. We must ask ourselves whether we 
are the branches of other boughs and roots, or whether we are their seeds, granted with the potency to 
make our own roots. I intended to conclude at a crossroads as it is imperative to understand that there 
is no ‘real’ or right answers to the questions I pose. Rather, this discursive approach seeks to stimulate 
the growth of more critical questions in the idea of continual progress, and this is only the beginning. Of 
course, we are cautioned with the proliferation of more questions than answers, but perhaps answers, at 
a standstill, are not always where satisfaction is found. 
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Introduction

Throughout this essay I launch an investigation into the liminal nature of the black feminine in the art 
world, set amongst the political turmoil of America in the 60s, 70s and 80s, the full scope of what it 
was to be both black and a female at that point in history was only just being expressed in all of its 
beautiful complexity. There is no one answer, but I have chosen to inquire into the practices of Adrian 
Piper and Howardena Pindell, two artists who inspire my own performance-based practice greatly and 
defy definition at all turns. Facing tokenism, racial subjugation and sexism in the art world, performance 
offered them the means to question and protest against the strictures that were borne from the friction 
of their identities with a society that did not acknowledge them as equals. Here I centre their practices 
as evidence of performance as catharsis, of performance as a methodology for mediating and initiating 
authentic dialogues about what it means to be ‘othered’ in society. 

This essay is divided up into four parts, the first section, “Performative Blackness, ‘Otherness’ as 
Gift and the Objectification of Black Female Subjecthood”, sets the wider socio-political scene and 
highlights the collective awakening in many African American’s at this particular moment, sparked by 
the Civil Rights Movement, to protest for their rights and self-organise. Linking the Black Power, anti-
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war and women’s right’s movements with the anti-establishment stance of that era, I investigate into 
how this affected the artists and art spaces of that time. There was an unprecedented shift towards 
self-reliance in the African American community, influenced by the ten-point programme set out by the 
Black Panthers, which saw a whole generation of artists exhibiting outside traditional gallery spaces, 
and showcasing their art in community spaces instead. The practices of Howardena Pindell and Adrian 
Piper are introduced, detailing the motivations that led them to creating the performance pieces I will 
be delving into in the following chapters: ‘The Mythic Being’ (1973) and ‘Free, White and 21’ (1980). 
I decided to select these two examples as these are seen by the artists as their first explicitly racially 
motivated works, but tackle the nuances of racial subjugation in vastly different ways that I will elucidate 
in the rest of the essay, but the fundamental differences in character and practice are first introduced in 
this section. 

In the second section, “The Mythic Being – Adrian Piper’s Performative Blackness”, I expand on this 
concept of ‘performative blackness’ through analysis of the piece and the public’s response to ‘The 
Mythic Being’ performance and photography works. Adrian Piper’s practice as a philosopher and an 
artist is explored more deeply here through how she constructs the character of ‘The Mythic Being’ as 
her dual in appearance and character, her philosophical process of self-alienation transforms herself 
into an art object and manifests through chanting a mantra in order to stay in character – she belongs 
to the audience and is at the mercy of their perception. Using her unique process of self-dissolution and 
morphing into her characterisation of the ‘Other’, a black man with an afro and big dark glasses, she 
manages to garner authentic reactions from the public. Referencing the conversation between curator 
Elise Lammer and Karima Boudou, who curated the exhibition ‘Adrian Piper: The Mythic Being’ (2017) at 
MAMCO in Geneva, I convey the sense of becoming something else that is a key tenet of ‘performative 
blackness’. Engaging in the medium of performance and the performance of race, Piper communicates 
the absurdity of racial profiling and the innate xenophobia that ‘The Mythic Being’ revealed, that exists 
unconsciously within many people. 

“Free, White and 21 – Howardena Pindell’s Disappearing Face” is the third section and focuses on 
the highly controversial video-performance that uses avatar production and monologue to draw upon 
the artist’s autobiographical experiences with racism. Using excerpts of her monologues and her own 
comments on the microaggressions she faced in her time working as curatorial assistant at MoMA, I 
contrast the highly personal nature of this piece with the more investigative style of ‘The Mythic Being’ – 
Pindell directly attacks white feminists with the avatar of the White Woman, who is in white face, a garish 
blonde wig and black sunglasses. The element of speech here is extremely powerful, the White Woman 
constantly undermining Pindell’s personal experiences expressed through the avatar of the Artist; 
whilst the White Woman is a character who is comical and satirical, I express the illuminating power of 
the autobiographical monologue through linking it back to Pindell’s life experiences and highlighting 
structural techniques used to accentuate the constant alienation she has faced throughout her life due 
to her race and gender. 

The fourth section is the “Conclusion”, which focuses on what these two visionary performances 
revealed about the society and historical moment it was created in – and how both Piper and Pindell’s 
work influenced the growing field of performance art. I centre these pieces as pioneering a multifaceted 
and highly sophisticated approach to dealing with not only themes of identity, but also as two complex 
and nuanced ways of synthesising an idea through avatar production and self-alienation. Looking at 
performance as catharsis and transcendence from the corporeal realm, I evaluate how experiences 
of xenophobia and othering can be channelled into a political statement, by two extremely different 
methodologies. 

Performative Blackness, ‘Otherness’ as Gift and the Objectification of Black Female Subjecthood

Migrations are at their core assertions of space, they are chain-reactions that demand growth, friction 
and cultural reinvention from all parties involved; the migration of people from Africa to all reaches of the 
world forged new, hybrid forms of art and challenged many people to come face to face with their own 
innate fear of the ‘Other’. 

More racially divided than ever, 1970s America was still reeling from the assassinations of Malcolm X 
and Martin Luther King Jr, two of the most influential black leaders who were at the forefront of The 
Civil Rights movement, which lasted from the early 1940s to the late 1960s. Up until the late 60s, Martin 
Luther King Jr preached a non-violent ideology and eloquently urged supporters to not let “creative 
protest to degenerate into physical violence” (King Jr, M 1963) at the Civil Rights March on Washington, 
August 28, 1963 – King’s vision of nonviolent coexistence between blacks and whites in America died 
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with him, but strengthened the need for a more militant Black Power movement that gained momentum 
in the late 60s and 70s – with goals of self-reliance and racial pride being two key tenets of this ideology. 

One year after Malcolm X’s assassination The Black Panther Party of Self-Defence was founded in 
1966 in Oakland, California, by Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale, their ten-point program demanded 
freedom, employment, an immediate end to police brutality and called upon black people to mobilise 
and arm themselves. Their aim was to “break down the slave psychology and inferiority-complex in 
Negroes which comes and is nourished with Negroes relying on white people for direction and support.” 
(Hope Franklin, J 1947) The Panthers also provided community services in neighbourhoods that had 
been abandoned by the government, such as free breakfasts for children, drug and alcohol rehabilitation 
programs, self-defence classes, free medical clinics and childcare centres.

Alongside this, The Women’s Liberation Movement was also active in the 60s, 70s and 80s, operating 
at a grassroots level and managed to gain the principles of equal value and equal pay, seeing a direct 
increase in the number of women in parliament. Despite the progress made by this movement, it is 
worth noting the dual bind of being a black woman in America, highlighted by writer bell hooks: 

“It is a contradiction that white females have structured a women’s liberation movement that is racist 
and excludes many non-white women. However, the existence of that contradiction should not lead any 
woman to ignore feminist issues. Oftentimes I am asked by black women to explain why I would call 
myself a feminist and by using that term ally myself with a movement that is racist. I say, “The question 
we must ask again and again is how can racist women call themselves feminists.” It is obvious that 
many women have appropriated feminism to serve their own ends, especially those white women who 
have been at the forefront of the movement; but rather than resigning myself to this appropriation I 
choose to re-appropriate the term “feminism,” to focus on the fact that to be “feminist” in any authentic 
sense of the term is to want for all people, female and male, liberation from sexist role patterns, 
domination, and oppression.” (Hooks, B 1981)

Both the Black Power Movement and The Women’s Liberation Movement supported the anti-Vietnam 
War movement at the time, with cities like San Francisco and New York existing as demonstration hubs 
during the height of the war in the late 1960s and early 1970s; this opposition to government policy was 
unprecedented and greatly influenced the artists, musicians and freethinkers of the era, who created 
work that communicates the anti-establishment energy of this moment. Creating at the prism of these 
three forward-thinking movements and in the face of structural power imbalances “these artists were 
part of a generation that willed an African American art community into existence with little traditional art 
world support.” (Jones, K 2017)

This shift towards a new medium that could fully express the breadth of political angst felt by artists at 
this time is illuminated by the divergent, but connected practices of Adrian Piper and Howardena Pindell. 
Both experienced moments akin to epiphanies that caused them to reconsider their relationships to 
their art practice. Being the only person of colour in her MFA programme at Yale, Howardena Pindell 
experienced being actively held back by white teachers so they could advance her white peers; in 
1967 she graduates and moves to New York, getting a job as an exhibition assistant at the Museum of 
Modern Art, where she would later be promoted to curatorial assistant. Being a part of an institution like 
MoMA made her a target of suspicion from her fellow artists in The Art Workers’ Coalition, which was 
formed in 1969 with the objective of pressuring art museums to implement reforms in policy pertaining 
to racial and gender equality, and condemning endorsements that MoMA received from industries 
involved in sustaining the Vietnam War; which Adrian Piper also happened to be a part of. In the same 
year her paintings are also declared to be ‘not black art’ by the director of the Studio Museum in Harlem, 
the first museum in the United States dedicated to showing work by artists of African descent, these 
rebuttals no doubt increase her feelings of alienation from the art world – her abstracted paintings seen 
as too unclassifiable to be part of the ‘Black Art’ canon. 
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Figure 1 - Howardena Pindell: What Remains to Be Seen “Untitled, 1972–1973, page 153 (Cassel Oliver, 
V & Beckwith, N 2018)

In 1972 Pindell visited the African Textiles and Decorative Arts exhibition at MoMA dozens of times and 
is inspired to delve into studying African art, the year after she travels to five African countries, writing to 
Lucy Lippard from Nairobi:

“I will return forever changed. We are so ignorant of Africa. Kenya is full of contradictions.” 
(Cassel Oliver, V & Beckwith, N 2018)
Once she returns to the US, she begins working on a series of colourful collages, but then starts the 
Video Drawings series after straining her eyes and purchasing a colour television. Straying away from 
the traditional form of the canvas, Video Drawings were created from photographs taken from the 
television screen, featuring images of geopolitical atrocities, worldwide displacement and politically 
charged images from Cambodia and Vietnam. 

Beginning to move away from the traditional surface of the canvas, Pindell started to deconstruct 
the canvas, cutting the canvas into strips and sewing it back together; directly inspired by the MoMA 
show on African textiles. This cyclical decision to go back to her ancestral roots and reflecting this 
powerful change through her approach to her creative practice reflects the experiences of many African 
American artists at that time. Africa was a huge source of musical, artistic and cultural influence to 
African Americans who were trying to retain a connection to where they had come from, this endless 
well of inspiration providing them a rootedness amidst the political chaos and upheaval of the 60s, 
70s and 80s. This radical reshaping of the canvas shows a break with traditional modes of painting, 
and foreshadows her choice to make a video-performance piece: a freer medium that would allow 
the release of many years of internalised racism, sexism and alienation, outside of the confines of the 
canvas. 
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Figure 2 - Howardena Pindell: What Remains to Be Seen, Video Drawings, page 60 and 61 featuring 
essay “A (Re) Consideration” by Lowery Stokes Sims (Cassel Oliver, V & Beckwith, N 2018)

By removing the canvas, Pindell removes the necessity of the gallery as a precursor for her work being 
seen; performance art was a new form that held none of the same inbuilt rules that the field of painting 
was riddled by. Many female artists were deskilling and experimenting in forms that they had not been 
taught by fine arts institutions, like performance artists Marina Abramović and Ana Mendieta, who were 
also pioneers in showing the breadth of possibilities within this malleable format.

Accounting for the full breadth and highly cerebral quality of Adrian Piper’s work can seem like a 
daunting task, but at the core of her practice she has constantly been interrogating “the nature of 
subjecthood and agency, the limits of the self, and the continuities and discontinuities of individual 
identity in the metaphysical, social and political contexts.” (Piper, A 2013) 

What constitutes the major phases in her artistic output are the vehicles and environments she 
chooses to use to ask these fundamental and existential questions, which are essentially concerned 
with archaic philosophical intuitions that have been explored all throughout time. In her own words, 
her early artworks were “abstract, general, systematic, and formalistic,” (Michelle Smith, S 1999) and 
this removal of her presence as a black woman for the purpose of keeping both the ‘Minimalism’ 
and ‘Conceptualism’ undiluted guaranteed her “invisibility as an artist, which only worsened her 
marginalisation, like that of any other women artists.” (McMillian, U 2015) 

Figure 3 - Adrian Piper: A Synthesis of Intuitions page 53 “Concrete Space-Time-Infinity Piece (“If you 
are a slow reader...”) 1968” 

(Cherix, C & Butler, C & Platzker, D 2018)
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Despite the absence of her own political identity in her work up until ‘The Mythic Being’, her method of 
direct address and public engagement was present in even her early Conceptualist works; The Concrete 
Space-Time-Infinity Pieces highlight how reading is a social act, her written text making the reader 
self-aware of the act whilst engaging with the piece. Despite being heavily committed to the Civil Rights 
Movement throughout the early 60s, Piper favours an intimate one-on-one relationship with her viewer 
and this approach is in keeping with the history of interpersonal engagement within Conceptual Art. 

The Catalysis works cemented her move away from elite gallery spaces into the “same time and space 
continuum as the viewer” (Cherix, C & Butler, C & Platzker, D 2018), seeing her douse her clothes in a 
mixture of vinegar, eggs, milk, and cod liver oil and perform everyday tasks with alterations added to 
her body. In Catalysis III (1970) her clothing was soaked in wet oil and she wore a sign on her chest 
that read “WET PAINT,” and went shopping at Macy’s – in an interview in 1972, the critic and curator 
Lucy Lippard proposed that the Catalysis works were borne from a political motivation, but Piper clearly 
asserted an apolitical motivation despite the radical decision made here to stop using the art world’s 
spaces and have more direct contact with the public:

“It seems since I’ve stopped using gallery space, and stopped announcing the pieces, I’ve stopped 
using art frameworks. There is very little that separates what I’m doing from quirky personal activity. 
Except I’ve been thinking a lot about the fact that I relate what I’m doing to people... I subscribe to the 
idea that art reflects the society to a certain extent, and I feel as though a lot of the work I’m doing is 
being done because I am a paradigm of what the society is.” (Cherix, C & Butler, C & Platzker, D 2018)

Figure 4 - “Catalysis III. Documentation of the performance”, 1970, Photographs by Rosemary Mayer 
(Erben, T 1970)

What we can see in Catalysis is Piper beginning to transform her body into an object within the public 
realm, an extremely bold step to take at this particular time in history, a decision which can no doubt be 
traced back to her childhood:

“On my father’s strict orders, I was never hit or spanked or beaten or whipped... As a result, I grew 
up physically inviolate, unable even to imagine the possibility of a breach to my physical integrity.” 
(McMillian, U 2015) 

Piper’s physical confidence directly contrasts with Pindell’s fragile physical history stemming from 
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a traumatic childhood experience at the hands of a white female teacher, and this vulnerability was 
exacerbated by the car crash she experienced in 1979 – in the same year she resigned from MoMA 
and one year before making ‘Free, White and 21’. Throughout Free, White and 21, Pindell uses her 
voice not only to tell stories, but also to interpolate the viewer, to draw the audience into a conversation 
through direct address; whereas Mythic Being was conducted as more of an experiment, drawing forth 
a reaction orientated dialogue with the public, observed through the video documentation of it – through 
the process of which, Piper actually learnt and experienced the extent of xenophobia within people. 
They are both engaging with the rich participatory history of feminist performance, including the work 
of Yoko Ono, Ana Mendieta and Martha Rosler, staged events that directly confront and provoke the 
audience. In these intimate works, the actors “break the fourth wall” and present themselves not as 
female bodies, objects for contemplation, but as confessors and interlocutors. In speaking confidentially 
to the viewer and adopting many conflicting roles, Pindell operates in the manner of certain post-
modern photographic strategies; whereas Piper makes herself into an art object, something ‘Other’ than 
herself, a state sustained by her spiritual practices and abstinence.

spiritual practices and abstinence.

Figure 5 - ‘Food for the Spirit’ (1971) (Basel, Art 2017)

‘Food for the Spirit’ (1971) was a self-portrait series that sprung from an intense physical and mental 
process of self-transcendence, it emerged out of a period of self-imposed isolation spent in her New 
York loft – she read Immanuel Kant’s esteemed metaphysical study, a Critique of Pure Reason, whilst 
fasting, practicing yoga, reading, writing and documenting her disappearing form with a camera in 
a mirror – culminating in fourteen black-and-white self-portraits. Becoming obsessed with Kantian 
thought, the image-making was a way to stay tethered to the physical world as she felt that her 
compulsive study of Kant was driving her to aggressively self-alienate and exist as a state of pure 
reason:
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“I rigged up a camera and tape recorder next to [a] mirror, so that every time the fear of losing myself 
overtook me and drove me to the ‘reality check’ of the mirror, I was able to both record my physical 
appearance objectively and also record myself on tape repeating the passage in Critique that was 
currently driving me to self-transcendence.” (Museum, RISD 2005)

Figure 6 - The Mythic Being: I Embody Everything You Most Hate and Fear, 1975 
(Cherix, C & Butler, C & Platzker, D 2018)

The Mythic Being – Adrian Piper’s Performative Blackness 

A rare example of a conceptual artist whose professional practice as a highly skilled philosopher 
informs her notion of art itself – Adrian Piper believes the moment an artwork is birthed is the second it 
sprouts as an idea in the mind. In disguise and cloaked in the identity of another, Adrian Piper became 
‘The Mythic Being’, a virile black man with a bushy afro, a visual reference to the black nationalist 
movement put into motion by the Black Panther’s, the afro being a potent symbol of black militancy. 
Taking inspiration from the multitude of Blaxploitation films like Superfly, she drew from a deep well 
of archetypes of black men that existed in the collective unconscious of the public. In her video ‘The 
Mythic Being (1973)’ Piper asks: “What would happen if there was a being who had exactly my history, 
only a completely different visual appearance to the rest of society? And that’s why I dress as a man.” 
(Piper, A 1973) So, by revealing fragments of her own adolescent journals in the form of mantra when 
interacting with the public or in the form of a speech bubble like in the Village Voice ads, this becomes 
a way (as she described it in the 1973 performance-based video The Mythic Being) for Piper to play 
with “systems and internal expectations versus external audience perceptions” (Piper, A 1973) from a 
physical entity separate from her own.

Piper’s male avatar manifested through many different channels, interacting with the public sphere 
through a series of performances, newspaper ads in the ‘Village Voice’, drawings and black-and-white 
photographs. “The Mythic Being: I Embody Everything You Most Hate and Fear” (1975) is what she 
believes to be her first racially conscious artwork, the subtitle emerging from a speech bubble as a 
provocation, in a mixed-media oil crayon drawing against the hidden surface of a black-and-white 
photograph. Frustrated with the limits of purely Conceptual Art in addressing the pressing political 
issues around her, particularly the US invasion of Cambodia and the surge of activism against war and 
for women’s rights in various cities in America, Piper turned to the potent power of performance using 
many different channels of media.
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Figure 7 - The Mythic Being Village Voice Ads, 1973-75 (Cherix, C & Butler, C & Platzker, D 2018)

In “The Mythic Being”(1973) we see Piper metamorphosing into the character of the ‘Other’, granting the 
viewer a certain transparency, the process of self-alienation being unveiled and exposing our position 
as spectators of a transformation – and loss – of identity. There are many observations and moments 
preceding The Mythic Being that allude to the creation of this idea, as discussed by Elise Lammer, 
curator of the exhibition ‘Adrian Piper: The Mythic Being’ at Mamco in Geneva (11.10.17 – 04.02.18):

“In her journal she describes a moment when she was dancing in a New York club, and her feeling of 
“becoming the music,” which implies the idea of becoming something else. Shortly after, she explains 
becoming aware of her reflection in a mirror, while being looked at by the audience, and transitioning 
back into another level of self-consciousness.” (Lammer, E & Boudou, K 2018)

Becoming unified with the music through rhythmic movement and actually feeling she was in a constant 
state of “becoming the music” encapsulates this sense of transformation that Piper harnesses both in 
her art and life – her reflection and the gaze of the audience causing her to transition yet onto another 
plane of self-consciousness, the paradoxical plane of consciousness that all performers exist on. 
Lammer further elucidates another important moment in the conception of The Mythic Being:

“There is another anecdote of Piper encountering a scary-looking character in the subway, maybe a 
homeless person. This man embodies the “other,” “the stranger,” and triggers a feeling of rejection 
among the subway users. She later interpreted this estrangement in The Mythic Being, further 
experimenting with notions of confrontation, objectification, and estrangement.” (Lammer, E & Boudou, 
K 2018

Figure 8 - The Mythic Being, 1973 (Cherix, C & Butler, C & Platzker, D 2018)
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Performance art is a medium in which, due to and not in spite of its ephemerality, can transcend 
the limits of imposed black female subjecthood in art: ‘Performance art’s inability to be bought or 
sold resisted such market imperatives, an anti-capitalist logic Piper has elsewhere concurred with.” 
(McMillian, U 2015) Looking at the aggressive self-alienation and stripping of identity in Adrian Piper’s 
performance works and her aspiration to “directly engage the public by taking art out of the elitist 
surroundings of the museum and the gallery and, instead, into more ordinary scenarios, from subways 
to buses, from Macy’s to Union Square” (McMillian, U 2015) – I inquire into the elusive nature of 
black subjecthood and the opposition to the commodification of ‘blackness’ as a polarized, binary 
construct. Depictions of blackness at the time were one-dimensional and did not reflect the full scope 
of subjectivity within the black experience, “when turning on the television set, watching a film, or 
looking at photographs in public spaces, we are most likely to see images of black people that reinforce 
and inscribe white supremacy.” (Hooks, B 1992) Piper’s removal of her black body from the bourgeois 
gallery spaces acts as a form of protest in itself. The transcendence of the self, through spirituality 
(chanting mantras), assuming avatars, and the shedding of the self sees Piper transform herself into an 
art object – a reaction to being pigeon-holed into the label of a ‘Black Woman Artist’ – a pressure also 
felt by Howardena Pindell and no doubt, many others. By removing herself from art spaces ‘The Mythic 
Being’ was a vulnerable creation, shaped just as much by the public as by herself – it was the series of 
staged but open interactions with the public that pushed the avatar to reveal racial injustices that were 
rife in American society at the time.

What Piper’s avatar also highlighted was colorism within racism, beforehand Piper had been viewed 
as racially ambiguous and not seen as black or white, which had benefitted her up until Mythic Being 
forced her to confront, headfirst, the racial brutality of being black and not able to hide it.

Figure 9 - Mythic Being performance poster pieces, 1975-76 (Cherix, C & Butler, C & Platzker, D 2018)

At the time, female artists were beginning to utilize the camera as a way to communicate the female 
experience, that up until that point had been largely controlled by men, who produced dehumanizing 
and two-dimensional caricatures of womanhood within the field of advertising on television, in posters 
and on products. People everywhere were waking up to the power of the image as a visual language: 
“photography is seen as an acute manifestation of the individualized “I,” the homeless private self, 
astray in an overwhelming world—mastering reality by a fast visual anthologizing of it.” (Sontag, S 
1977) Piper’s shift to photography and other forms of media in the later Mythic Being performance 
poster pieces (1975-76), where a more controllable form of performance can be seen and digested, 
was sparked by the intense racism faced when performing as her black masculine avatar on direct 
interaction in the public realm – “I was showing visual cues of a black person, I was responded to in 
that way and it was truly horrible: I felt objectified over and over again in subtle ways that I, to this day, 
believe people have no control over.” ‘As Kobena Mercer observes, Piper, as a “light-skinned woman 
of African American and Jamaican parentage,” was accustomed to being perceived as “neither ‘black’ 
nor ‘white’ within the polarized visual topography of ‘race’ in American society.”’ (McMillian, U 2015) 
Whereas, in disguise she was unavoidably black and male, drawing from archetypes of black men and 
becoming almost her opposing shadow self: virile, masculine, angry, militant. Here we see the power 
of symbolism when bound to performance and the part symbols played in further alienating her from 
herself, coming to represent an individual that took on opposing characteristics and invited different 
reactions than her former racial ambiguity. 
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Free, White and 21 – Howardena Pindell’s Disappearing Face

Howardena Pindell’s choice to move to the medium of performance and video art was set into 
motion after the culmination of many years of racism and ostracization in the art world. Both of these 
mediums had the potential to express feelings of isolation as a black female token artist and channel 
the frustration felt in response to the microaggressions she faced at the hands of white feminists into 
a highly structured political piece that was powerful and cutting. Unlike Adrian Piper, Pindell drew from 
deeply personal experiences of racism and encounters with white women, ‘cultural gatekeepers’ who 
were only acting in the interest of other white women despite vouching to be for all women. In Pindell’s 
words: 

“I found that white women wanted me to be limited to their agenda. When they were beginning to 
be represented by galleries and shown in exhibitions, women of color were rarely considered. Their 
omission was rarely noticed, except by a few. I was told I was jealous because I noticed and talked 
about it. Racism, as a constant assault in the daily lives of all people of color, was not a high priority for 
them. It was seen as “a cause,” “a special interest group,” “political”—something for their temporary 
concern if their attention was engaged. Some of the women of color who spoke out were considered 
“belligerent.” I remember hearing that the feminists wished I had been ‘cooperative.’” (Pindell, H 2019) 

Eight months after a freak accident and a year after leaving her post at the Museum of Modern Art, 
Howardena Pindell made Free, White and 21 in the top floor of a loft during one of the hottest summers 
in New York. Fiercely autobiographical and referencing a wide range of experiences, language is situated 
here as a critical tool for deconstructing unequal power relations pertaining to both racial and gender 
bias. Pindell plays several different characters or ‘avatars’, thereby fragmenting her own persona and 
acknowledging that in order to fully convey the complexity of African American identity she is required 
to don a range of disguises, voices and patterns of language. Despite her first-person address, and 
the undeniable power of the “I” in Free, White and 21, we are not encountering Pindell, but performed 
versions of the self – the Artist, the White Woman, the Woman Who Wraps and Unwraps Her Head 
and the Woman Who Removes her Skin. Both Piper and Pindell work intensively with avatars in their 
first performance pieces, revealing an almost sardonic wit in the disguises and gestures, a conscious 
mocking of the stereotypes and grossly exaggerated nature of binary racial segregation in an extremely 
polarised society. 

Figure 10 - Still from Howardena Pindell’s Free, White and 21 (Pindell, H 1980)
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Recounting bias incidents she has experienced as an African American woman in educational 
institutions, social situations and in employment offices – the rawness of the delivery of the Artist is 
countered by the wilting, hidden gaze of the White Woman. The first instance of racism she recounts 
refers to her mother: 

“There were about ten children in the family, and one of the babysitters happened to be white. My 
mother happened to be the darkest of ten children so that when this woman saw my mother’s skin, she 
thought that she was dirty and washed her in lye. As a result of this, my mother has burn marks on her 
arm.” (Pindell, H 2019)

Speaking to intergenerational trauma and colourism within racialised abuse, Pindell highlights the worse 
treatment that darker skinned children experience and the association of blackness with dirtiness – a 
very potent metaphor for almost instantaneous xenophobia that occurs within people when the ‘Other’ 
is encountered – a reaction that Piper experienced when performing in public. Whilst Piper was going 
out disguised as a figure who represented the ‘Other’, Pindell has been othered all of her life and clearly 
inherited her mother’s tangible and intangible scars, but also has endured her own. 

Figure 11 - Still from Howardena Pindell’s Free, White and 21 (Pindell, H 1980)

Figure 12 - Still from Howardena Pindell’s Free, White and 21 (Pindell, H 1980)
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As a young student, Pindell was prevented from overstepping racial boundaries. For example, she 
was discouraged from being pushed forward at the expense of a white student with lower grades, 
and her name was taken off a student body officer ballot because officials considered it inappropriate, 
emblematic of the systemic racism ingrained within institutions, still to a high degree within 
contemporary society. As a potential employee, she found herself rejected from jobs that were then 
offered to white candidates, despite being fully qualified. In a painfully detailed monologue, Pindell 
recounts an experience of a more personal and social kind of racism, as guests at a wedding selectively 
shook hands with everyone but her and leered at her as she ate her food as if she were an animal at a 
zoo - turning basic human functions into a show of sorts, to be gawked at like a spectacle.

As the story progresses Pindell wraps her head in white gauze bandages, a vivid cocooning that serves 
as a metaphor for wearing a “white mask” in society, but also acts as an image of self-protection, of 
hiding, of concealment similar to the function of the many characters she embodies. Historically the 
use of whiteface is uncommon because the audience for nineteenth-century minstrel performances 
were predominantly white, so instead of purely subverting blackface, the White Woman becomes a 
demonstration of the abuse African American feminists faced from white feminists and a parody of 
whiteness, challenging the eugenic-based belief that race is a biological fact of nature, highlighting the 
performative nature of race that depends upon social identification within society. Pindell also portrays 
a white woman with blonde wig and dark glasses who appears between story segments to berate and 
gaslight black Howardena who is being honest about her experiences of ostracization: “But then,” says 
white Howardena, “you’re not free, white and twenty-one.” 

At the end of the video, this bandage which now covers the entirety of her face is slowly removed and 
then peels a transparent “skin” from her face and holds it up like a mask. The White Woman pulls a 
white stocking over her head and says “I’m free, white and 21.” Pindell speaks about this simultaneous 
veiling: 

“I felt that it was symbolic of the women’s auxiliary of the KKK. Instead of a white sheet, like a bank 
robber, the white character covers her face with a ‘polite’ white stocking.” (Cassel Oliver, V & Beckwith, 
N 2018)

Figure 13 - Still from Howardena Pindell’s Free, White and 21 (Pindell, H 1980)

The appropriation of the repetitive catchphrase or mantra “I’m free, white and 21” exposes the 
pervasiveness of white privilege in America’s collective vernacular and the damaging effect of this on 
anyone who is ‘Other’ to this refrain – it was originally popularized through its appearance in Hollywood 
films throughout the 1930s and ’40s and was emblematic of white privilege – Pindell raises the larger 
dilemma of the representation of race in many different forms of media and provokes the question 
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of who has the ability to truly be free. The White Woman also repeats phrases like “you ungrateful 
little...”; “you won’t exist until we validate you”; “your art really isn’t political either, you know”; “you 
really must be paranoid.” These phrases echo experiences encountered within the art world, but the 
video-performance format allowed her voice to be amplified when was not present, to make palpable 
the tense racial dynamics at work within art spaces and to both release and reinstate the aggressions 
against her, so they could continue to impact the viewers.
 
Howardena Pindell’s own racial and ethnic identity was more fluid than this video could be seen 
to suggest; she came from a very racially mixed family, her lineage including European, Seminole, 
Central American, African and Afro-Caribbean ancestors. Free, White and 21 uses a stark depiction of 
whiteness, but instead of reinforcing racial binaries, chides the crudeness of racism itself through the 
very pronounced depiction of the White Woman who counters the authentic experiences of racism with 
disbelief and scrutiny – her own personal understanding of race being much more multifaceted and 
complex. 

Conclusion

For both Piper and Pindell these performances act as a kind of release: ‘Free, White and 21’ helps 
release Pindell’s rage against racial injustice and systemic oppression, ‘The Mythic Being’ releases 
Piper’s growing sense of political urgency and ultimately acts as a process of learning about the 
deep fear of the other that exists within the American psyche. Live performance, due to the inherent 
unpredictability of the form, is a journey of learning through experience and an exercise in will on Piper’s 
behalf – a test in seeing how far can she separate herself from her adopted identity and maintain focus 
by chanting her own personal history – a ceremonial releasing of her diary entries into the atmosphere. 
Her move to photography, a more controllable and less directly interactive medium, was a reaction to 
the hostility shown towards someone overtly black, male but also towards the juxtaposition of Piper’s 
slight, feminine figure and the virile, hyper-masculine body-language she displayed. These paradoxical 
visual cues could have sparked derision and abuse from the public because of the confusion it may 
have evoked within them unconsciously. Piper went on to influence many artists with the female-drag 
she donned in the many incarnations of ‘The Mythic Being’ which no doubt stirred and puzzled the 
public, as she chanted the mantras in her high and unmistakably feminine voice. Laying bare the ugly 
bones of racial hatred, Piper reveals the instant shift in attitudes towards her once she emulates the 
‘Other’ within her performance in comparison to her work preceding this in which her identity as a black 
woman wasn’t evidenced – what she reveals is the privilege she afforded by having light skin, straight 
hair and passing as racially ambiguous – and the highly constructed nature of blackness as a visual 
language. 

‘Free, White and 21’ debuted in ‘Dialectics of Isolation: An Exhibition of Third World Women Artists 
of the United States’, a marker of an intersectional opening in the New York feminist art world that 
was curated by artists Ana Mendieta, Kazuko Miyamoto and Zarina. After losing her memories in the 
collision, her practice became more autobiographical in nature, the process of creating simultaneously 
restoring her memories, and by default, a rediscovery of her sense of self. When the video was seen 
for the first time, it was taken as an aggressive attack by her peers and vanished into obscurity, but 
this reception only strengthened Pindell’s narrative, ‘Free, White and 21’ is successful in enveloping 
the viewer into performing the very reaction that is satirised and demonised. Howardena Pindell further 
describes the response: 

“In the late 1980s, it became a kind of underground cult tape and was shown mainly in universities. 
Later, when it was to be included in one of my one-person exhibitions, a person who had written 
an essay for the catalogue asked me to remove it from the show. I, of course, refused. When the 
complaint was taken to the exhibition’s curator, he too refused to remove it. I have encountered various 
other reactions, including outrage from a white female critic as if I had some nerve talking about my 
experiences and upsetting her. I also heard that some of the white female students who saw it felt the 
same.

When I showed it to a New England university audience, a white woman student asked sarcastically 
if it made me feel better to have made the tape. When it was first shown in Dialectics of Isolation, a 
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white male, an alumnus of one of the schools I attended and mentioned in the tape, said that he did 
not believe my experiences. Other artists of color have said that they felt it was not forceful enough or 
felt my experiences were in environments of privilege. When it was shown in a New Jersey museum, 
some of the older black security guards refused to turn on the video because they felt it was offensive to 
people of color.” (Pindell, H & Borges, Stephanie 2020)

The strong reactions it elicited only serve as further proof of the erase of the experiences of black 
women throughout history, Pindell bravely refuses to be silenced – immortalising herself through turning 
herself into an image, and a video-object – not only did it expose the hypocrisy of white feminists, but 
also speaks to issues of censorship, protest and the greater fear of black female artists like Piper and 
Pindell fiercely asserting their identity within their artworks: the fear of the voiceless coming to voice. 
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May The Real Ornament Please Stand Up

List of illustrations

Fig 1: The Joe Rogan Experience (2020). [Online Video Screenshot]. Episode #1518 – David Choe. 
Available from:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j7T6 UbhBI&t=3010s&ab_channel=PowerfulJR E [Accessed on 
26/10/2020]

Fig 2: Sophie Wang (2020). [Online Collage Graphic]. Untitled. Available from: https://www.stanforddaily.
com/2020/07/17/unapologetic-cultural-appropriation-the- fox-eye-trend/ [Accessed on 26/10/2020]

Fig 3: Ian Miles Cheong @stillgray (2020). [Online Screenshot]. Untitled social media screenshot. Available 
from: https://twitter.com/stillgray/status/1321122546419261442?lang=en [Accessed 01/11/2020]

Fig 4: Ridley Scott (1982). [Film Still]. Blade Runner. Available from: www.netflix.com/bladerunner 
[Accessed 01/05/2020]

Fig 5: Richard Quine (1960). [Film Still]. The World of Suzie Wong. Available from: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=lyCQgNgdBsI&ab_channel=YouTubeMovies [Accessed 02/10/2020]

Fig 6: Alex Garland (2014). [Film Still]. Ex Machina. Available from: www.netflix.com/exmachina [Accessed 
15/10/2020]

Fig 7: dir. Dan Povenmire & cr. Seth MacFarlane (2006). [Video Still]. Family Guy: Hell Comes to Quahog. 
Available from: https://theconversation.com/asians-are- good-at-math-why-dressing-up-racism-as-a-
compliment-just-doesnt-add-up-128731 [Accessed 15/12/2020]

Fig 8: Claude Monet (1876). [Painting]. La Japonaise (Camille Monet in Japanese Costume). Available 
from: https://collections.mfa.org/objects/33556/la-japonaise- camille-monet-in-japanese-costume 
[Accessed 02/01/2021]

Fig 9: The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs (1800- 1899). [Illustration]. 
Afong Moy, “The Chinese Lady”. Available from: https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/f7f3dbb0-8211-
0136-9963-4db45feb355e [Accessed 12/01/2021]

Fig 10: Bruce Lee & Robert Clouse (1978). [Film Still]. Game of Death. Available from: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=F9TFXin2zns&ab_channel=RETROCINEMAGR OUP [Accessed 15/01/2021]

Fig 11: Yoshihiro Togashi (2011). [Video Still]. Hunter x Hunter. Available from: www.netflix.com/
hunterxhunter [Accessed 15/01/2021]

Fig 12: Vincent van Gogh (1887). [Painting]. Portrait of Père Tanguy. Available from: https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Portrait_of_P%C3%A8re_Tanguy [Accessed 16/01/2021]

Fig 13: Thomas de Kluyver (2019). [Still Photograph]. Cara Delevigne for Love Magazine. Available 
from: https://www.artpartner.com/artists/beauty/thomas-de- kluyver/archive/story/love-magazine-cara-
delevigne/ [Accessed 16/01/2021]

Fig 14: @arca1000000 (2020). [Online Meme Screenshot]. Untitled. Available from: https://www.instagram.
com/arca1000000/ [Accessed 04/12/2020]

Fig 15: Otto Dyar (1932). [Photograph]. Anna May Wong. Available from: https://www.christies.com/lot/
lot-anna-may-wong-photograph-by-otto-dyar-4191314/? [Accessed 24/12/2020]

Fig 16: Olivier Assayas (1997). [Film Still]. Irma Vep. Available from: https://www.criterionchannel.com/

81

May the Real Ornament Please Stand up: 
Rethinking the Yellow Fetish and its Agency 
of Resistance

Bart Seng Wen Long

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j7T6
http://www.stanforddaily.com/2020/07/17/unapologetic-cultural-appropriation-the-
http://www.stanforddaily.com/2020/07/17/unapologetic-cultural-appropriation-the-
http://www.netflix.com/bladerunner
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lyCQgNgdBsI&ab_channel=YouTubeMovies
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lyCQgNgdBsI&ab_channel=YouTubeMovies
http://www.netflix.com/exmachina
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F9TFXin2zns&ab_channel=RETROCINEMAGR
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F9TFXin2zns&ab_channel=RETROCINEMAGR
http://www.netflix.com/hunterxhunter
http://www.netflix.com/hunterxhunter
http://www.artpartner.com/artists/beauty/thomas-de-
http://www.instagram.com/arca1000000/
http://www.instagram.com/arca1000000/
http://www.christies.com/lot/lot-anna-may-wong-photograph-by-otto-dyar-4191314/
http://www.christies.com/lot/lot-anna-may-wong-photograph-by-otto-dyar-4191314/
http://www.criterionchannel.com/irma-vep/videos/irma-vep


irma-vep/videos/irma-vep [Accessed 20/12/2020]

Fig 17: Johnnie To & Olivier Assayas (1993 – 1997). [Film Still]. The Heroic Trio as seen in Irma Vep. 
Available from: https://www.criterionchannel.com/irma- vep/videos/irma-vep [Accessed 20/12/2020]

Fig 18: Olivier Assayas (1997). [Film Still]. Irma Vep. Available from: https://www.criterionchannel.com/
irma-vep/videos/irma-vep [Accessed 20/12/2020]

Fig 19: Unknown. [Graphics]. Untitled Dejiko Diagram. Available from: https://muse.jhu.edu/article/368287 
[Accessed 12/12/2020]

Fig 20: Mariko Mori (1995). [Photograph]. Birth of a Star. Available from: https://mcachicago.org/
Collection/Items/1995/Mariko-Mori-Birth-Of-A-Star-1995 [Accessed 21/01/2021]

Fig 21: Mariko Mori (1998). [Sculpture]. Star Doll. Available from: https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_
learning/mariko-mori-star-doll-for-parkett-no-54- 1998/ [Accessed 21/01/2021]

Fig 22: Woody Allen (1997). [Film Still]. Deconstructing Harry. Available from: https://www.amazon.co.uk/
gp/video/detail/amzn1.dv.gti.8ab75210-e4e9-b7ee-30fc- 3ca51c828534?autoplay=1&ref_=atv_cf_strg_
wb [Accessed 19/11/2020]

Fig 23: Wes Anderson (2018). [Film Still]. Isle of Dogs. Available from: www.netflix.com/isleofdogs 
[Accessed 10/02/2021]

Fig 24: Unknown (2018). [Online Video Screenshot]. Dolce & Gabbana Ad for China.
Available from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jfzy-
_jDyeo&ab_channel=LDOPE [Accessed 12/02/2021]

Fig 25: @smmoru1 (2018). [Online Image]. Untitled social media image. Available from: https://twitter.com/
smmoru1/status/1027020877999661056 [Accessed 15/05/2020]

Fig 26: Olivier Assayas (1997). [Film Still]. Irma Vep. Available from: https://www.criterionchannel.com/
irma-vep/videos/irma-vep [Accessed 20/12/2020]

Fig 27: Laurie Simmons (2014). [Photograph]. Kigurumi, Dollers and How We See. Available from: http://
www.lauriesimmons.net/photographs/kigurumi-dollers- and- how-we-see/selected-works?view=slider#6 
[Accessed 22/05/2020]

82

Introduction

On an episode of Joe Rogan’s popular podcast, Korean-American visual artist David Choe recounted 
a dramatic socio-cultural shift between two recent events of his life, both of which occurred in his car 
with his father, separated only by a period of 2 months (Rogan 2020). In the first, the duo was stuck in 
traffic in Los Angeles on the evening the Academy Awards’ top prize was announced, in which the film 
Parasite by South Korean director Bong Joon Ho became the first foreign-language film to clinch the 
famed award. Choe then described a temporal match cut to 2 months later: again, the pair was driving 
down LA in the same car, but this was right around the peak of the initial hysteria brought on by the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Seemingly out of the blue, an aggrieved person accosted them from outside the 
car and flashed derogatory racist gestures at them, specifically that of slanting his own eyelids by pulling 
at its edges (fig1). Of course, one should note that the Covid-19 virus originated from China, not as a 
suggestion that everyday Chinese folks should instead be at the brunt of these racist attacks, but for the 
irony in the racist’s implicit conflation of the complex differences (be it political, sociological or physical) 
among different East Asian identities into one imaginary racial target. This irony finds a tangential link 
to the way Parasite’s Academy Award win was hailed as a win for Asian representation as a whole (and 
what a big whole it is purporting to represent) within the Western cultural canon.

(fig 1) The Joe Rogan Experience, Episode #1518, 2020

In 1984, David Bowie released the music video for his hit song ‘China Girl’, in which he critiqued the 
racism encountered by East Asians in Australia. Bowie played the role of a hyper-masculine white lover 
who is engaged in a complex relationship with his ‘China girl’; it is one that reinforces the ‘white saviour’ 
neocolonial dynamic, oscillating between unstable, problematic pleasures derived from Oriental tropes, 
and outright abuses of power. In a moment of satire that could be read quite differently in today’s socio-
cultural climate, Bowie pulled at the sides of his eyelids to mock her ‘yellow’ features. This particular 
gesture seems to be able to transcend time, from its initial meaning of derogation to post-racial intimacy 
to even an odd form of cultural capital, and in 2020, we are witnessing the most vigorous display of its 
malleability as a sign. We see reports alleging white female influencers appropriating the ‘gesture’ as 
a mean to shape their eyes to resemble ‘fox eyes’ (fig2), a new ideal of beauty that has arguably been 
perceived as an appropriation and commodification of East Asian features (Iroanya 2020). If the ‘China 
girl’ in Bowie’s video found herself subjected to orientalism based on sexual fascination and power 
imbalance, today East Asian girls might find their orientalised features already commodified, or already 
a popular pornographic subgenre of cult status, or even as the basis for accusations of spreading the 
‘China virus’ as Donald Trump puts it.
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(fig 2) Sophie Wang for The Standford Daily, 2020

Meanwhile, in an exemplary reverberation of Techno-Orientalism, the most visible icon of Singaporean 
progress for the West might be its spectacularly massive indoor fountain housed within an airport 
terminal, but any expression of its technical and aesthetic marvel has to be footnoted with claims of 
social backwardness found in Singaporean laws (fig3). Singaporeans are either postmodern cyborgs or 
conservative primates, or both, but never as human as the West. This is similar to the West’s paranoid 
attitude towards Japan. Since the late 80’s, the West has conceived Japan as ‘the figure of empty 
and dehumanised technological power’ and an ‘alienated and dystopian image of capitalist progress’, 
populated by otakus – a whole generation of kids so immersed in computer reality that they no longer 
have any emotional connection to the rest of the human world (Morley & Robins 1995, p. 169-170). This 
is not to say that the West does not have a longstanding obsession with the techno-futurism attached to 
the image of Japan, with obvious references in cyberpunk fictions like William Gibson’s ‘Neuromancer’ 
and Ridley Scott’s ‘Blade Runner’ (fig4). The appropriation of postmodern Japanese metropolis as 
settings for these sci-fi narratives is symptomatic of the West’s sustained romanticisation of Japanese 
cultural (techno)exoticism as well as the West’s ‘unashamed aestheticism, eroticisation and idealisation’ 
(ibid., p. 162) of Japan.
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(fig3) Ian Miles Cheong @stillgray, Twitter screenshot, 2020

(fig4) Ridley Scott, Blade Runner, 1982
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Taken together, one might trace a rather confusing cartography of the contemporary East Asian identity 
and image; contradictions abound in how the West frames this particular Other – the East Asian person 
is as affluent as they are vulnerable, as technologically advanced as they are inhumanly robotic, as 
industrious as they are incoherent, as enigmatic as they are penetrable. This is the result of a Techno- 
Orientalist lens that is still rapidly adjusting and reorienting itself to the contemporary condition but 
with a determining principle of othering that is age old. That is also to say ‘techno-orientalism is not a 
substitute of ‘traditional’ orientalism – rather, it co- exists with it coherently’ (Lozano-Mendez 2010, p. 
184). The notion of techno- orientalism is an essential starting point for this essay’s exploration into the 
convoluted, fetishistic representation of East Asians, thus it is useful to define and distinguish it from 
‘traditional’ orientalism. ‘Whereas orientalism, as a strategy of representational containment, arrests Asia 
in traditional, and often pre-modern imagery, techno-orientalism presents a broader, dynamic, and often 
contradictory spectrum of images, constructed by the East and West alike, of an “Orient” undergoing 
rapid economic and cultural transformations.’ (Roh, Huang & Niu 2015,p. 3)

At the very core of this Techno-Orientalist project is the problem of the irreducible difference of the 
Other that the West has to deal with in order to affirm its own identity. However, differences also evoke 
unexpected and varied responses in our encounter with it. ‘If difference can be seductive, it is always 
disturbing, dangerous, and ultimately intolerable… the “Other” must be assimilated or excluded’ 
(Morley & Robins 1995, p. 162) – and it is with this line of thought that the contemporary Techno-
Orientalist approaches the East Asian figure. The West’s fascination and anxiety over the East Asian 
person can be considered schizophrenic, but as globalisation moves the world closer and smaller, the 
Techno-Orientalist is more often urged to assimilate rather than exclude the Oriental other. This new 
closeness however does not guarantee perfect assimilation or understanding because ‘differentness 
is functional: it cannot be willingly or easily relinquished’ (ibid, p. 167). Perhaps this difference and the 
concomitant prejudices and fascinations it sparks within the socio-cultural environment has historically 
been encountered through, and displaced within, the fetish. The fetish with its undeniable smoothness 
of aesthetics ‘deny the very perception it commemorates’; it serves the fetishist ‘as a reassuring and 
pleasurable substitute’ (Burgin 1986, p.50). I would like to propose that this irreducible and functional 
difference continues to exist today not only as a way for the West to affirm its identity by distinguishing 
what is it not, and similarly for the East to conjure up its own exceptionalism, but also, and more 
intimately, for a fetishisation project that intersects libidinal and neoliberal desires.

What I mean is, not only has the East Asian person always come to exist as a fetish- object for the West, 
but that the process of fetishisation takes a similar route as that of romantic desire: do I want to be 
with them or be them – does the Westerner merely want to engage in the fetish-object or does he also 
want to become the fetish himself? Examples of the latter proliferate more and more, especially within 
social media and even in established mediums. A common criticism of cultural fetishisation is how it 
dehumanises a human subject by equating it to reductionist and prejudicial qualities, often as a mean for 
the oppressor’s pleasure. That is not false in many contexts, but I would like to quote Anne Anlin Cheng 
here: ‘Moral outrage in the face of consumption or fetishisation, however warranted, cannot address or 
relieve the truly striking, idiosyncratic, and passionate exchange between thingness and personhood’. 
(Cheng 2018, p. 427). There is more and more a sense that a great deal of contemporary pleasure is 
situated in how we activate, participate or even problematise the fetish. Meanwhile, the consequences 
that arise when the fetishist and the fetish strike a contractual relationship, of which nature allows for 
both misunderstanding and aesthetic attraction, are wildly varied and untangling them in accordance to a 
strict moral attitude is ultimately insufficient. This absolutist moral stance is also unable to accommodate 
for the seemingly contradictory practice of self-fetishisation, or the gendered and racialised person who 
has a priori come into Western canonical perception as a fetish.

In the next few chapters, we will take a closer look at the ontological premise of the East Asian fetish-
object, how visual media perpetuate it, and the complex fall-out from the self-fetishisation it evokes. This 
is not to say that the fetish-object is merely a social construction and thus hides a realer truth of the East 
Asian person beneath it. Instead, I will be arguing that it appears as it is – a fetish-in-itself, but it is equally 
important ‘to take seriously what it means to live as an object, as aesthetic
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supplement’ (ibid, p. 415), as fetish. And from here, we can perhaps map the ways in which the agential 
fetish can aggress against oppressive gazes and mobilise its own objecthood.

Mass Ornamentalism

Published in 1995, David Morley and Kevin Robins’ essay first identified Japan as the site and target of 
a postmodern mode of Orientalism which they named Techno- Orientalism. One of the main implications 
of traditional Orientalism was the designation of the West as a bastion of modernity and progress while 
the East was looked down upon as primitive. However, as early as the late 1980’s, ‘Japan has come 
to exist within the Western political and cultural unconscious as a figure of danger, and it has done so 
because it has destabilised the neat correlation between West/East and modern/ pre-modern’ (Morley 
& Robins 1995, p. 160). This specific idea of modernity was however a Western idea, and it was one 
readily called upon and articulated through different forms of Western constructs, to affirm its identity 
through the exclusion of the barbaric Other. And yet, because this idea of modernity is ‘cumulative, 
future-oriented’ and ‘based upon the logic of technological progression’, it inevitably finds itself easily 
transposed onto other host cultures, thereby decentering the West as a ‘cultural and geographical locus 
for the project of modernity’. (ibid, pp. 153/160). One can only surmise that in the last few decades, the 
traditional Orientalist premise of modernity has been completely overturned as the West slowly concedes 
its technological hegemony to the pre-eminent tech industries of East Asia. This reversal of positions in 
itself greatly problematises the essential distinction between East and West as prescribed by traditional 
Orientalism.

However, this idea of modernity is not a straightforward concept that purely determines the technological 
status of any one area; it has and continues to be weaponised in an endless socio-cultural war, and 
here it finds a central role within Techno-Orientalism. On the specific problem of Japan, Toshiya Ueno 
succinctly explains: ‘The West is seduced and attracted by the model (of Japan) on the one hand, 
while on the other hand… is looked down upon rather than envied by the West’ (Ueno 1997, p. 95) 
– essentially, the West is arrested in its schizophrenic responses towards an Orient that is quickly 
surpassing both the West’s Orientalist expectations and its technological capacities. A need arises for 
the West to expel the shame generated from this instinctual appreciation for a modernity more modern 
than themselves. This need is somewhat satiated through the reconfiguration of prior prejudicial tropes; 
‘against Japanese difference, the West fortifies and defends whatit sees as its superior culture and 
identity…the West’s imaginary Japan works to consolidate old mystifications and stereotypes: “they” 
are barbaric and “we” are civilized; “they” are robots while “we” remain human’ (ibid, p. 95). Suddenly, 
the organic and high-minded ideals of humanity attain a superior value within civilisation, but a curious 
implication remains: why does the West have an unchallenged monopoly on organic humanity, while this 
basic element of humanity is always missing from the perceived constitution of the Other?

Consider this: the yellow person has historically always come into the Western imaginary as conceived 
through an aggregation of inorganic, inhuman thingness. Japanese otakus are thought of as mindless 
robot kids who willingly alienate their connection from the real world for the comfort of the digital world; 
Nancy Kwan was immortalised in cinema as the sinful porcelain delight that is Suzie Wong, this flexible 
yet brittle Chinese female body finds herself formally reproduced and endlessly desired in cinematic 
imagination (fig5 and fig6); the Chinese male body was perceived as ‘infinitely and stoically capable 
of sustaining pain and suffering…an association that led to the image of the coolie as at once animal 
and superhuman’ (Cheng 2018, p. 432); the abacus-like Chinese kid that suffices as human calculator 
(fig7) – the list goes on. The obvious moral criticism here is to shine a light on the dehumanising 
effect of objectifying people on racial terms, as well as how objectification is an egregious by-product 
of the Techno-Orientalist project. However, there is something uncannier lurking under this sort of 
objectification. Barring the obviously racist derogation of East Asian facial features, a lot of these 
racialised objectifications contain strangely, if not speciously, desirable qualities. In an oblique but 
entirely inevitable way, this irony finds some articulation in the fervour in which Western cultural makers 
appropriate Oriental tropes (fig8). In Monet’s painting of his wife, she is clad in a highly ornate kimono 
and frozen in an exaggerated pose against a backdrop that oozes Orientalism. There is no doubt that 
a strong undercurrent of fetishism is operating within the imagery and its abundance of Asiatic feminine 
signals. This form of imagery follows closely a ‘tying of ornamental artifice to Asiatic femininity in Euro-
American visual and literary cultures’ (ibid, p. 416), and it is this ornamental quality of Asiatic femininity 
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that brings into focus a kind of irrevocable connection between the decorative yellow woman and the 
lifeless, insensate, aesthetic ornament. Before we can properly examine and map out the
ostensible problem of ‘desirable’ racial objectifications, it is essential to probe deeper into how that 
connection gives rise to the ornamental yellow woman.

(fig 5) Richard Quine, The World of Suzie Wong,

(fig 6) Alex Garland, Ex Machina, 2015

In an attempt to negotiate an ontological position for the ornamental yellow woman, Anne Anlin Cheng 
coined the term Ornamentalism: ‘a process whereby personhood is conceived and suggested (legally, 
materially, and imaginatively) through ornamental gestures: gestures that speak through the minute, the 
sartorial, the prosthetic, and the decorative’ (ibid, p. 429). Ornamentalism posits that ‘Chinese femininity 
is not only more and less than human but also man-made; not only assembled but also reassembled’; 
the urgent philosophical task is not so much to restore the yellow woman back into a Western ideal of 
a natural, integrated, agential personhood, but to attend to its divergent form of ontology and survival 
strategy (ibid, pp. 430/432). By insisting on her ontological status, the ornamental yellow woman is
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not so much an aspirational position one can Become, but one that simply is Being for certain people. 
Additionally, Ornamentalism demands close attention to be paid towards the materiality, history and 
aesthetical constitution of an ornamental person. This is a promising methodology that gives room for 
and consolidates a variety of modes of cognition, and that allows agency for a kind of body that ‘insists 
on the primacy of aggregated objectness in the experience of the human’ (ibid, p. 436).

(fig 7) dir. Dan Povenmire, Family Guy: Hell Comes to Quahog, 2006

(fig 8) Claude Monet, Camille Monet in Japanese Costume, 1876

This theory is additionally potent as a means to oppose the anthropocentric modern Western taxonomy 
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that distinguishes humans from non-human objects (Harman 2020), of which invariably echoes the 
fundamental principle of racial Othering: ‘we’ are able to form a sense of ourselves only by excluding 
that of the Others’. Through the figure of Afong Moy (fig9), a young Chinese woman imported to the US 
to tour major cities as a living museum tableau, Cheng explains how Moy’s sexual appeal is not the result 
of her naked flesh but more so a correlate of the decorative props that surround her, thus projecting 
an ontological sameness between her corporeality and the Oriental accessories that are perhaps as 
much a focus of the tableau as she is (Cheng 2018, p.416). Tangentially, it is possible to reconfigure 
Ornamentalism as a theory that accommodates more contemporary forms of thingness and inclusive 
of the male gender. Who is Bruce Lee (fig10) if not an ornamental embodiment of seductive cinematic 
techniques, pithy philosophical insights, hard nunchucks and vintage yellow tracksuits? What about 
shounen anime boys (fig11) composed of lines and pixels, even the bruises they accrue are smoothly 
rendered – perfect appearances that preface their model sincerity.

(fig 9) The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs,
Afong Moy, “The Chinese Lady, 1800 – 1899
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(fig 10) dir. Bruce Lee & Robert Clouse, Game of Death, 1978

(fig 11) Yoshihiro Togashi, Hunter x Hunter, 2011
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For Cheng, the yellow woman is a historically disenfranchised and exploited entity that finds liberation 
and survival despite or perhaps through both commodification and objectification – ‘some Asian 
women, given limited options, would rather be ornamental than Oriental’ (ibid, p.441). Meanwhile, what 
does it mean for the West to self-Orientalise/Ornamentalise with their aesthetic mimesis, perhaps even 
suggesting a positive valuation for the ‘desirable qualities’ of certain racialised constructs. Consider 
the abovementioned ‘fox eyes’ beauty trend on social media that was criticised for appropriating 
yellow features, and the art historical trend of Japonisme (fig12) in which 19th century Western art was 
infused with Japanese influences following reopening of trade relations between Europe and Japan. In 
his coincidentally titled essay ‘The Mass Ornament’, Siegfried Kracauer suggested that ‘the position 
that an epoch occupies in the historical process can be determined strikingly from an analysis of its 
inconspicuous surface-level expressions’, because they ‘by virtue of their unconscious nature, provide 
unmediated access to the fundamental substance of the state of things’ (Kracauer 1995, p. 75). These 
‘surface- level expressions’ are what he called Mass Ornaments – large-scale aesthetic gestures 
performed en masse that the mass public finds itself drawn to spontaneously. Kracauer had also 
described the Mass Ornament as ‘the aesthetic reflex of the rationality to which the prevailing economic 
system aspires’ (ibid, p. 79). We can find the Mass Ornament in both the cultural trends of Japonisme 
and ‘fox eyes’ as they correspond with specific economic periods. Proliferation of Japanese culture 
was only made possible due to pressure from Western powers on Japan to open itself up to renewed 
trade routes in the 19th century; consequently, artists then found inspirations from these new Oriental art 
forms. Digital cultural makers in the 21st century, or perhaps best manifested in the ‘influencer’ genre, 
are also subjected to the changing economic relationship between the West and the East, particularly 
with China as a burgeoning superpower and East Asia rapidly overtaking the West as cultural hegemony. 
How ‘desirable’ a certain racialised quality is, and how worthy it is of appropriation, seems to be heavily 
correlated to the economic, and socio- cultural, circumstances of its time.

(fig 12) Vincent van Gogh, Portrait of Père Tanguy, 1887
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Aside from the ‘fox eyes’ trend, we are seeing widespread idolisation and mimicries of anime characters, 
K-Pop stars, Oriental tropes and symbols (fig13); this ‘Mass Ornamentalism’ seems to be an inevitable 
phase of Techno-Orientalism. We find disparate forms of the Mass Ornament even within niche 
communities and the unorthodox imageries that are trafficked amidst them (for example, memes which 
in themselves are contemporary heteroglossia of implicit social and cultural forces).
There is an ironic appropriation of contemporary Oriental elements in these imageries (fig14), which can 
be read as proof of the flexibility of said signs but also more fundamentally, their power to infiltrate and 
to incite affect. Similar to Hito Steyerl’s ‘poor images’, these memes serve to ‘present a snapshot of 
the affective condition of the crowd, its neurosis, paranoia, and fear, as well as its craving for intensity, 
fun, and distractions’ (Steyerl 2012, p.41). These authorless memes are endlessly reformatted and 
circulated, as such they exist more as abrupt impressions rather than any form of meaningful immersion, 
but also because of that they are wildly popular in our age of information capitalism. Besides, memes 
are also prescient, if not plainly audacious, in the way that they can touch on the raw open nerves of 
contemporary culture, like holding an affective mirror up to the entangled realities of our time. Is that not 
analogous to the Mass Ornament, and thus can provide us with a clearer view of the ‘state of things’?

At the core of this Mass Ornamentalism is both the concept and the act of mimicry. Mimicry is often 
predicated on desire, and desire indicates a lack on the part of the person who desires. On the glossy 
surface of the Oriental seduction conceals these desires and lacks, perhaps further exacerbated by 
socio-economic shifts of hegemony, but in any case, like the ornament, it can work its agency upon you 
– like how the fetish can excite the fetishist into self-fetishisation.

(fig 13) Thomas de Kluyver, Cara Delevigne for Love Magazine, 2019
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(fig 14) @arca1000000, Untitled Instagram screenshot, 2020
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The Yellow Ornament is a Fetish, a Fetish like You and Me

The yellow ornament, an inorganic, synthetic, perfectly-realised aesthetic object, can at once displace the 
human and yet also evoke the person when we encounter it.
Does this not resemble in its structure the Freudian notion of the fetish: a fantastical substitute for a lack 
revealed during the original, traumatic encounter with an Other, but which also denies the perception 
of what is lacking. We can understand the fetish as a site where two strings of meaning are operating: 
firstly, it is metonymical, in that ‘it alludes to the contiguous place of the lack’, and then metaphorically, 
it is ‘the primordial displacement of the look aimed at replacing an absence by a presence’ (Metz, 1985 
p. 86). Fetishism is an unconscious symbolic process that endows an object with over-determined 
values beyond its material reality, thereby also allowing ‘for the simultaneous action of two contradictory 
meanings’ within a singular object (Walsh 2012, p. 35). The object thus becomes a two-pronged symbol
– a signifier for much more than what it really is, and which also hides from the fetishist what they had 
found lacking in their encounter.

At the same time, there is a deceptively expansive psychoanalytic concept at work with fetishism – 
interpassivity. Interpassivity is essentially the delegation of passivity from the self onto mediums that then 
perform these acts of passivity on behalf of the self (eg. canned laughters that laugh in place of us during 
sitcoms); this is achieved through ritualistic and figurative actions that the interpassive medium can act 
out, which would always suffice as substitutes for the real acts themselves (Pfaller 2003). We can imagine 
that the fetishist is someone who delegates his passivity (that of pleasure and consumption) onto a 
fetish-object, expecting the latter to complete the discharge of their pleasure. To put it another way, the 
fetishist substitutes the ‘pleasure’ of the ‘real’ thing with the fetish-object. But what is this ‘real pleasure’ 
that has to be deferred away? This question seems a lot clearer if one were to understand that this ‘real 
pleasure’ is after all essentially unbearable, and instead is equivalent to the Freudian lack/trauma that is 
displaced and concealed through the fetish.

Perhaps for the Orientalist fetishist, the original encounter with a ‘real’ Oriental Other inevitably engenders 
the trauma of not recognising themselves in the appearance of the Other; their sense of self and identity 
lost in the vast, fundamental difference between them and the Other. As such, the fetishist is also unable 
to have a substantial grasp of this ‘real’ Other. The fetishistic substitution is thus the substitution of the 
reality of a misunderstanding (that is of abundance in the encounter), with what we can visibly see of the 
Other – here, an aesthetic ornament emerges, a simple form of pleasure without the messiness of actual 
connection. The reality of misidentification is disavowed by the fetishist, and the fetish-object ‘not only 
serves to disavow a lack and assert a presence, but as well to incarnate a lack, to simultaneously veil 
and unveil an essential absence’ (Gemerchak 2004, p. 38). It is forever the unmarked memorial of the 
original trauma. Meanwhile the consumption of the Other is delegated onto the body of this Other, who 
acts as the interpassive medium that consumes on behalf of the disavowing fetishist. It is here they are 
reduced to a state of passivity, a fixity of accessible pleasure. This desirable substitute may allude to the 
‘real’ but it is after all only an inaccurate stand-in for the ‘real’, but it does not matter: the fetish-object 
can never return to being the ‘real’ thing, and we have to contend that this is as real as it gets, as real as 
you and me.

The above conjecture seems to correspond with the anthropological origin of the notion of ‘fetish’. In 
his essay ‘The Problem of the Fetish, I’, William Pietz dutifully traced the origins of the fetish from its 
Portuguese etymological roots to its pidginisation along the cross-cultural spaces of the West African 
coast (Pietz 1985, pp. 6-7). He then developed four crucial themes that underpin a theory of the fetish:
a) the fetish is located in an irreducible materiality, b) the fetish has the unique repetitive power of 
fixating heterogeneous elements into a singularity, c) the fetish as the loci of the various movements of 
social value, and d) the subjection of the human body and human individuality to the influence of overly-
significant material objects (ibid, pp. 7-10). Each of these observations have profound implications that 
we are still grappling and untangling today, but I would like to draw extra attention to point
(b) for this chapter, and while point (d) is relevant in the ‘Mass Ornamentalism’ chapter, its significance 
will be resonated in later chapters. Taking into account of the fetish’s ability to forge new, materially-
articulated identities of relations between otherwise heterogeneous elements (especially within a socio-
cultural context), I would like to assert again that a newly constructed fetish born from a divergent 
socio-cultural encounter should be viewed of as an emergent object that is real in its own rights, that can 
be untethered from its disparate ethnic roots.
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Let’s return to the concept of interpassivity. With it, the fetishist is offered an illusion, to which they 
already know is an illusion but nevertheless, they still perform it wholeheartedly. In fact, preceding 
this wilful tendency towards illusory satisfaction is the clear knowledge that ‘enjoyment itself is not an 
immediate, spontaneous state but is sustained by a super-ego imperative’ (Zizek 1998) – we delegate 
our passivity because of the constant stresses placed on the obligation to enjoy, along with this injunction 
comes the inevitable drawbacks that line our path of enjoyment (be it social rules to follow, ‘the 
messiness of real connection’ or a clear disinterest in socially-acceptable pleasures). Interpassivity thus 
allows a way out of this stifling super-ego injunction, it promises a liberating potential when we surrender 
our innermost desires and anxieties to the Other (Pfaller 2003). There is a lot of potential not only for 
pleasure, but also for a more profound understanding of the inherent illusions at work in the fetishes 
that we participate in, as well as the lacks that we disavow through them. This slippage in the nature of 
our beliefs can be understood through Octave Mannoni’s reading of Freud, who ‘considered fetishism 
the prototype of the cleavage of belief: “I know very well, but…”’ (Metz 1985, p. 88). In the fetish, we are 
always on the precipice of falling into an illusion – we are always in a suspension of disbelief, but at the 
same time, we should be careful not to fall out of this suspension into actually believing the illusion, and 
thus into illusory belief.

What happens when the fetishist unreservedly buys into their own fantasy? This is perhaps the negative 
outcome of Slavoj Zizek’s assertion that ‘owing to the inherent reflectivity of belief, when another 
believes in my place, I myself believe through him’ (Zizek 1998). He explained, that ‘by means of a 
fetish, the subject “believes through the other”’, and here, ‘we also encounter this “bizarre category of 
the objectively subjective”’, thus, ‘what the fetish objectivises is “my true belief”, the way things “truly 
seem to me”, although I never effectively experience them this way’ (ibid). Is this form of ‘objectivised 
subjectivity’ not a succinct description of our modern day troubles with relativism, or ‘fake news’? In 
the same way, a photographic print can also objectivise a subjective perception of its referent, perhaps 
because of the supposedly indexical nature of the medium and also its highly seductive aesthetic quality 
– both of which are important qualities that lend the fetish the seductive power that so often compels the 
deluded fetishist to fall into illusory belief. Said fetishists however also derive great gratification from their 
fetishes; they transform the traumatic original encounter into pure, unadulterated pleasure. When imbued 
with an excess of physical and military powers, these wayward fetishists leave in their wake ethnic 
devastation and fatal outcomes for those dehumanised by their fetishism.

Furthermore, it is important to note that fetishism, although appearing to be largely a personal pathology, 
in fact, thrives and reproduce itself semi-autonomously within a social ecosystem of signal exchange. 
In his reading of Baudrillard’s theory of semiotics and fetishism, Tim Dant suggests that in a system of 
constant exchanges of signs (much like postmodern neoliberal capitalism), the object that demonstrates 
‘ostentation’ as a sign for its possessor can be read as a fetish (Dant 1996, p. 505). It is not hard to see 
how the ornamental yellow person can be ostentatious, how they function as overdetermined signs in 
a system that has already fetishised them; we can imagine their porcelain-like skin and slanting eyes 
disengaging from their personhood and becoming mere signs (fig15). Conversely, these partial signs can 
be inscribed upon other bodies. The merging of a subject with these fetishistic signs occurs aesthetically 
on the subject’s body surface, and by doing so, the signs’ meanings can transform that of the subject’s 
body, thus inserting this newly formed ‘subject/object’ back into the circulation of signs as a fetishised 
object (ibid, p. 507).
This is another way to understand the enthusiastic Mass Ornamentalism practiced by the West: as 
a mean to accrue for oneself significatory ostentation within a neoliberal system of exchange. As a 
result, the fetish multiplies and proliferates even without an original encounter with the ‘real’, it is always 
available even if the origins of its production line is indeterminate.
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(fig 15) Otto Dyar, Anna May Wong, 1932

In the film ‘Irma Vep’, a French director courted Hong Kong actress Maggie Cheung to play the titular 
role – a foxy burglar attired in a skintight black latex catsuit (fig16), despite the fact that the character 
was originally meant to be a working class Parisian woman. Needless to say, Cheung was treated as a 
sex object full of Orientalist allure by the director and members of the crew. It was revealed that she was 
cast after the director had seen her in a Hong Kong period action flick (fig17). Is she then the fetishistic 
substitution that has arisen from the director’s encounter with this extremely foreign and bombastic 
genre of wuxia films? In many ways Irma Vep is also a film about the fetishisation of the cinematic 
medium: from the fetish-object of the Hong Kong period action film, the director-fetishist carves out 
the part-object of Cheung (a potent sign full of fetishistic significations on its surface), which he further 
fetishises by merging other signifiers of his desire (the latex suit and even the experimental reproduction 
of Cheung onto the granular surface of film stocks) before attempting to recirculate it back into a system 
of signal exchange (fig18). Perhaps this remixed, reformatted version of Imra Vep is a complex form of 
fetish that only the director can appreciate, and which conceals within it the traumatic ‘real’ he wishes to 
disavow. However, the structural integrity of this fetish ultimately gave way. Bemoaning the fact that his 
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film is nothing but a superficial fantasy, the director suffered a mental breakdown with the awareness that 
he has fallen into illusory belief. Without the veil of the fetish, the traumatic ‘real’ can no longer be denied, 
thus forcing the fetishist to confront its full psychic impact.

  

(fig 16) Olivier Assayas, Irma Vep, 1997

(fig 17) Johnnie To, The Heroic Trio as seen in Irma Vep, 1993 – 1997
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(fig 18) Olivier Assayas, Irma Vep, 1997

The Twink in that Anime Doesn’t Represent Me

A fetish signifier is an aesthetic object, it ‘appears as such’ in place of the ‘real’ object. Often they are 
endlessly reproducible because of their innate reducibility of the reality of any objects into fragmented 
and illusory appearances. Thus they are easily reproduced and given affective energy through media. 
We can follow Marshall McLuhan’s claim that ‘all media work us over completely’; ‘they are so pervasive 
in their personal, political, economic, aesthetic, psychological, moral, ethical and social consequences 
that they leave no part of us untouched, unaffected, unaltered’ (McLuhan 1967, p. 26). If media has 
such a powerful impact on our affective perception of things, it is important that we consider their 
representational promise (or the perversion of it), and how the relationships between these fetishistic 
signs and their referents are mediated by media that often impress and seduce us. Furthermore, media 
is capable of altering the environments we find ourselves in, and that environments ‘are not passive 
wrappings, but are, rather, active processes which are invisible’ (ibid, p. 68). By extending or modifying 
one’s sense perception, media has the ability to render not just our perception of things but the way we 
think, feel and act around them (ibid, p. 41). It is also possible to consider certain forms of media as fetish 
when we look at how, for example, a photograph or a music video is an illusory, aesthetic object that 
substitutes for a ‘real’ referent, and how its intrinsic power of seduction through sensorial intensity can 
perfectly replace and conceal the ‘lack in the real’ for the sake of an impeccable fantasy.

In the Techno-Orientalist inventory, there have been plenty of potent fetishistic media over the ages, from 
fine china dishwares to karaoke videos. For this essay, we shall focus on the medium of anime – with its 
enduring popularity, sexual appeal and digital contemporariness, it is only appropriate to consider anime 
as the forefront fetish medium of today’s Techno-Orientalism. In the expansive subculture that has 
evolved around this medium, we can observe how its followers not only participate in the fetishism of 
anime but actively manufacture it through the concept of moe. Moe effectively translates as ‘affect’, or it 
can also refer to specific elements within the anime universe that arouse intense affective responses. In 
the contemporary history of anime, there has been an apparent shift within the medium ‘from the 
supremacy of narrative to the supremacy of characters and from myths of authorship to databases of 
affective element (moe yōso)’ (Hiroki et al. 2007, p. 181). What this means is that a big part of an anime’s 
appeal is no longer so much its storytelling but in its characters, which are now always carefully 
constructed amalgamations of moe. For example, the character Dejiko (fig19) follows this trend whereby 
‘the goal is not to design a “singular and unique human” but to assemble innumerable basic elements’ 
(ibid, p. 182). Are these ‘innumerable basic element’ of affect not in themselves partial objects that can 
be read as a series of fetishistic signs? The characters that are constituted of these signs are ‘no more 
than a sign or simulacra, a circulation of meaning through which the subject is transformed by sign 
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objects into a fetishised object’ (Dant 1996, p. 14).

(fig 19) Unknown, Untitled Dejiko diagram

Not only is anime constitutive of fetishistic character designs but with its perfectly stylish lines, vibrant 
colours and highly evocative soundtracks, it is a medium completely couched in affect. Needless to 
say, as a primarily Japanese cultural export, anime greatly contributes to the misrepresentative order 
of Techno-Orientalism. However, as pointed out by Toshiya Ueno, Techno-Orientalism is a sort of 
mirror stage and through its cultural apparatuses, not only Westerners but also Japanese themselves 
‘misunderstand and fail to recognise an always illusory Japanese culture’ (Ueno 1997, p. 95). In fact, 
they wrongly identify themselves in the specious cultural mirrors of Techno-Orientalism. With anime, 
the Japanese can erect a fetishistic substitute of themselves as anime characters, while at the same 
time, through the fetish figure they disavow the trauma that they in fact do not resemble these anime 
icons. In Mariko Mori’s Birth of a Star (fig20) and subsequent figurine Star Doll (fig21), she comments, 
through equally hyper-glossy media, the celebrity commodification of Techno-Orientalist signs, from 
signs of technological obsession to cliché moe features. As with these amalgamated celebrities, anime 
characters are symptoms of an unreliable representational promise by the medium, and this postmodern 
confusion has been succinctly expressed by Hito Steyerl: ‘there are a lot of brightly lit glossy surfaces, yet 
they don’t reveal anything but themselves as surface’ (Steyerl). How can one be sufficiently represented 
by a fetish-image constructed of aggregated and prescriptive notions of affect?
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 (fig 20) Mariko Mori, Birth of a Star, 1995

(fig 21) Mariko Mori, Star Doll, 1998

Certainly, there will be consequences when we attempt to represent entire ethnic strata of people with 
a fetish-image of a pop star, or of kawaii anime characters, or of outdated erotic fantasies (fig22). If we 
were to look at this problem as located in today’s neoliberal cultural hegemony, we might find some 
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essential insights from bell hooks’ essay ‘Eating the Other’. For hooks, the fetish-image’s seductive power 
is grounded in its radical difference from the standard neoliberal homogenised consumer, and thus, is 
highly sought after as it counters ‘the terrorizing force of (a) status quo that makes identity fixed, static, 
a condition of containment and death’ (hooks 1992, p. 22). The oppressive status quo as established by 
neoliberal hegemony provides a strong imperative for the consumption of the Other, whose commodified 
body is reductively ‘seen as constituting an alternative playground where members of dominating races, 
genders, sexual practices affirm their power- over in intimate relations with the Other’ (ibid, p. 24). On the 
other hand, the fetishised Others who have prior been invisible to mainstream attention, are then
‘seduced by the emphasis on Otherness, by its commodification, because it offers the promise of 
recognition and reconciliation’ (ibid, p. 26). It is within such flagrantly unequal dynamic that the fetish 
often finds itself expected to be consumed, be it as spice to a white person’s bland normalcy or as a 
guilty pleasure for the conservative society of Japan.

(fig 22) Woody Allen, Deconstructing Harry, 1997

Perhaps, what bell hooks had expressed is only symptomatic of Baudrillard’s warning of ‘the absorption 
of all virtual modes of expression into that of advertising… that of a simplified operational mode, vaguely 
seductive, vaguely consensual’ (Baudrillard 1994, p. 87). That is to say, all cultural signifiers would be 
eventually co- opted into a neoliberal capitalistic system, reduced to overdetermined and powerless 
fetish signs, ready to be served up for predictable and efficacious commercial exploitation. The very 
fact of expression as an appearance will be determined by an order that demands absolute, transparent 
and coercive values in every signifier. Therefore, racialised differences as manifested in appearance 
are always already decontextualised, audited and rendered purely fetishistic. They are Steyerl’s 
brightly lit glossy surfaces: fit for consumption but highly questionable as a legitimate, positive form of 
representation.

It can be especially insidious when wider society accepts a narrow mode of representation as fully 
representative of an entire ethnic group because its oppressive injunction disallows for complications 
and differentiations within the group. There is in fact a concealed suppression of their ‘impotentiality’ in 
this representative injunction. As suggested by Giorgio Agamben, ‘impotentiality’ is ‘above all “being able 
to not do”, being able to not exercise one’s potentiality… it is precisely this specific ambivalence of all 
potentiality – which is always the power to be and to not be, to do and to not do – that defines… human 
potentiality’ (Agamben 2011, pp. 43-44). The yellow fetish when mediated through the lens of Techno- 
Orientalism is not caught in a static position, but an impossible position between predetermined binaries 
– it is as technologically advanced as it is barbarically robotic, as sexually exotic as it is readily available, 
as expected to be nothing more than an aggregation of anime moe’s as it should be an authentic 
representative of a pluralistic group of people. It is always forced to straddle precariously on both ends of 
a coercive binary, and in that sense, to assume all potentialities with no recourse for nuances. Eventually, 
‘those who are separated from their own impotentiality lose…first of all the capacity to resist’ (ibid, p. 45). 
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Indeed, for the yellow fetish to resist the totalitarian depletion of itself, it must first refuse its prescribed 
potentials.

May the Real Ornament Please Stand Up

It has to be made clear that the yellow ornament, like any other fetish-object, is not inherently without 
potentials. The fetish is not a static, superficial fixity of something lost forever; after all, at its most 
fundamental, ‘fetishism is a process…that allows for the simultaneous action of two contradictory 
meanings’ (Walsh 2012, p. 35). It is from this inherent ability of the fetish-object to operate in two or more 
different modalities of reality, that gives it a potential for magic – that is, magical action in the Freudian 
sense where ‘a symbol assumes the full value of the symbolised’ (Pfaller 2003). For the fetishist, the 
fetish-object is more than a symbol, it functions smoothly and concretely as what it should, by right, 
only signify. The implications and mobilisation of such a fetish-magic is underrated and unexpectedly 
expansive, and we will explore more into that in this chapter.

Aside from its innate structural potential, the fetish is often overlooked for its agential capabilities as a 
sign. Tim Dant explains that, for Baudrillard, the fetish is ‘representative of the power of the object to 
determine the subject, to reverse causality’ (Dant 1996, p. 15). As much as the fetish is responsible for 
the fetishist’s gratification, it is also capable of effecting seduction over the fetishist, to the point of it 
being inscribed onto the fetishist in an act of self-fetishisation. It is a symbiosis that both reduces and 
enhances the fetishist into the state of the fetish, replete with all its significatory values and magical 
potential. We have previously explored the notion of self-fetishisation through Siegfried Kracauer’s ‘Mass 
Ornament’ and as a mode of capital accumulation in the ostentatious value of fetishistic signs. However, 
in this last chapter, I would like to propose a self-fetishisation that can be negotiated autonomously, that 
is without the inherent trauma of the ‘real’ a fetish usually alludes to, and what that might mean for the 
Techno-Oriental ornament and its throng of fervent mimics.

If we have previously explicated how the fetish fails as a legitimate form of representation, how does 
self-fetishisation figure into the salient problem of representation and mis/identification? As a rejoinder to 
the ongoing discourse on visual representation, Steyerl suggested that ‘if identification is to go anywhere 
it has to be with (the) material aspect of the image, with the image as thing, not as representation… then 
it perhaps ceases to be identification, and instead becomes participation’ (Steyerl 2012, pp. 49-50). 
She explains further, ‘to participate in the image as thing means to participate in its potential agency 
– an agency that is not necessarily beneficial, as it can be used for every imaginable purpose’ (ibid, p. 
56). Perhaps we can make a leap connecting Steyerl’s proposition of participation-in-the- thing with a 
contemporary notion of self-fetishisation. The self-initiated inscription of fetishistic signs is suddenly 
a process that is potent with responsibility and vital agency for the fetishist (who is also a fetish now). 
This symbiosis is affectionate towards the fetish, it takes the fetish for what it is and not the trauma it 
supposedly conceals. Perhaps this is only possible with the contemporary fetish that is always
already a sign – an automated, smooth, authorless signifier that bears no traces to a referential structure 
based on lack, but is in fact abundant with the fetish’s agency.

Following Steyerl’s warning, assuming the material reality of a fetish comes with a kind of responsibility 
as any fetish can be mobilised in various ethically unpredictable ways. This is especially so as the 
materiality of the fetish usually reflects its actual condition of existence, and that is so often subject to 
bigger systems of consumption that may be rigid and repressive. Often, the fetish is reproduced within 
these structures that expect its passive submission to the fetishist-consumer. On a wider cultural level, if 
an entire culture is prone to misidentifying itself with its fetishised image, and which then self-fetishises 
itself continually, we can only expect an inert, capitalistic cycle of fetishisation. This is the current reality 
as demonstrated by the cautionary tale that is Mariko Mori’s Star Doll, which is awfully uncanny in the 
way it anticipated the glamourisation of Techno-Orientalist aesthetics in the following decades since 
(fig23 & fig24).
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(fig 23) Wes Anderson, Isle of Dogs, 2018

(fig 24) Unknown, Dolce & Gabbana Ad for China, 2018

As mentioned previously, the fetish has the unique ability to objectivise one’s subjective belief (Zizek 
1998), which is possible due to its interpassive qualities. As such, the fetish always risks solidifying 
the fetishist’s dangerous illusory beliefs, but this can be avoided if we practice a kind of awareness 
when activating the fetish- magic innate in the fetish. This awareness can be understood through the 
dramaturgical notion of ‘suspension of disbelief’ – a mode of wilful ignorance towards irreal elements in 
order to derive pleasures and meanings from a fantastical spectacle. Similarly, we put our faith in the 
fetish to process its contingent trauma while we ourselves are liberated to pursue its phantasmagorical 
pleasures. The suspended fetishist is straddling on two planes of meanings and potential actions thanks 
to this fetish-magic and their faithful exercise in holding back subjective doubt.

Working the fetish in this way is akin to Pfaller’s interpretation of how the performance of ritual can 
actually allow for a radically liberating position of ‘disappearance’. This is possible as the ritual offers 
‘a spectacle designed for an objective, anonymous belief’; ‘the objective belief, which is at work in 
ritual, renders superfluous the “subjective” personal belief of the religious believer’ (Pfaller 2003). For 
Pfaller, the subject does not even have to believe in the authenticity of the ritual, they can leave it to the 
interpassive ritual to fulfil their spiritual obligations while they ‘disappear’ and perform another facet of 
their subjectivity. The process of self- fetishisation is indeed a ritual; it fulfils the self-fetishist’s desires 
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objectively while allowing the subjective person to keep a distance from the fetish construct and fulfil
other duties. The self-fetishist, when suspending their disbelief, is able to retain a productive ability and 
responsibility in their discharge of social obligations, like that in interpersonal relationships as well as 
within a community. This is especially feasible with the internet as one might find plenty of online niche 
groups with their own sets of rules and enforcers/moderators. For example, a kigurumi doller (fig25), 
through self- fetishisation, not only removes their biologically assigned identities and assumes the role of 
fetish, but also precisely because they now appear as members of its community and have allowed the 
fetish to formally process their sexual desires, they are able to dedicate to social participation within the 
group, and furthermore to ascertain one’s own multivalent and perhaps internally contradictive identity.

 (fig 25) @smmoru1, Untitled Twitter image, 2018

Now that we have located the fetish’s oft-overlooked potentials, is it then possible to imagine the fetish-
image’s subsequent rebellion against the medium that both provides its excess of significatory powers 
and that subjects it to the burden of penetration? Let’s return to Irma Vep and examine the film’s most 
crucial fetishistic sign: the latex catsuit adorning Cheung’s body. Cheung’s sex appeal is frequently 
negotiated through the catsuit, almost as if she and the catsuit are one. Towards the end, Cheung 
has a fateful moment where she, realising her own latex fetishism, dons the suit, and becomes an 
amalgamated fetish made up of the catsuit and herself as a fetish object. She then indulges in all its pent 
up passivity by play-acting as a cat burglar, in a stylish mimicry of cinematic conventions and tensions 
(fig26).

What is significant about the film is its portrayal of a subjective fetish-object, in both senses of the word, 
she is subjected to the fetishist order but she also has subjective agency as a fetish. When she activates 
the fetish of the latex suit, it is a participation in it; her self-fetishisation bears the character of solidarity.
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(fig 26) Olivier Assaya, Irma Vep, 1997

One can read Cheung’s character development through the theoretical figure of the Baudrillardian 
child: to the demand of being objectified, a child opposes with revolt and disobedience in an attempt 
to claim subjecthood, whilst when faced with the pressures of subjectivity, it resists as an obstinate and 
passive object (Baudrillard 1994, p. 85). As much as insisting on subjectivity and subject-resistance at 
large is perceived as a valuable expression of freedom, Baudrillard argues that we cannot ignore the 
‘impacts of object practices’, such as the refusal of being subjected to a system and the oppressive 
meanings it generates (ibid). By insisting on her own fantasy version of Irma Vep that is played out for 
no cameras, Cheung is not fully refusing the order of the filmmaker and the internal logic of the film, but 
she at least succeeds in negotiating her own relationship with the character in a way that provides her 
with an extremely meaningful pleasure that may be incomprehensible to anyone else. She shifts between 
objecthood and subjecthood fluidly without clear distinctions, a fetish that feeds on and yet confounds 
its fetishism.

This seemingly impossible position of being both object and subject recalls the bifurcating potential 
of fetish-magic, and here, Cheung exercises a suspension of disbelief in order to tap into this magic. 
As she allows the fetish to subordinate her being into objecthood, her relinquishment of self instead 
produces pleasure and a newfound agency. As a racialised and fetishised subject herself, Cheung’s 
self-fetishisation follows Cheng’s optimistic revelation that ‘Ornamentalism is about a fantasy of turning 
things into persons through the conduit of racial meaning in order, paradoxically, to allow us to abandon 
our humanness’ (Cheng 2018, p. 435) – perhaps it is not so much that Cheung has become an object, 
but that it is through this symbiosis with another thing, where both hers and the suit’s agencies were able 
to work on each other, can a new entity beyond human and thing emerge. This new Ornament, being 
both fetish and fetishist, is capable of affording interpassive magic unto itself, generating and operating 
in line with an impenetrable relay of alternative desires that constantly reroutes the dominant gaze of 
media.

Perhaps this is ultimately what the struggle of the fetish is: a battle for appearance. At its core, fetishism, 
and by extension the ontology of Ornamentalism, relies pre- eminently on aesthetics, and which 
manifests most outwardly as appearance. For Giorgio Agamben, appearance is ‘a problem’ for humans 
as it is ‘the location of a struggle for truth’ (Agamben 2000, p. 90). This is however not only a problem 
for human beings: ‘there is a face wherever something reaches the level of exposition and tries to grasp 
its own being exposed’ (ibid, p. 91). The face however hides nothing about its possessor, it is purely an 
opening and is pure communicability (ibid). It is this wide-open communicability that must be possessed 
as it can so speciously proclaim to be truth. This line of enquiry seems to remind us of the fetish’s ability 
to objectivise subjectivity, of appearing real in substitute of the actual ‘real’. The hint however is that 
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there is precisely no ‘real’ behind its appearance, it can only be found dwelling on its surface – the fetish 
appears real because it is foremost a matter of appearance.

Agamben further explains how modern totalitarian politics of either ends of the political spectrum control 
this communicability of appearance by means of the binary notion of proper and improper. Firstly, the 
division between proper and improper is the division between true and false, in that all appearances that 
manifest things are ‘improper and factitious’ as they can only claim spuriously to imply truth, therefore 
all beings are always already confronted with ‘the task of turning truth into their own proper truth’ (ibid, 
p.97). Totalitarian politics either allow the improper to pervade its rule everywhere, or demands the 
full exclusion of the improper in favour of an autocratic, oppressive ‘proper’ (ibid, p. 96). The fetish 
as perceived and consumed by its fetishist-master inevitably finds its appearance subjected to such 
exclusionary injunction – it has to be entirely improper, a perverse and irreal treat for the fetishist’s 
id. In such situations, the fetish has already lost what Agamben considered the ‘only truly human 
possibility’: the ‘taking possession of impropriety as such, of exposing in the face simply your own proper 
impropriety’ (ibid, p. 98). Now consider this image by Laurie Simmons of a kigurumi doller (fig27); the 
self-fetishist effaces their own appearance in order to finally possess a face that exposes in it their proper 
impropriety. If this is a face that unsettles and baffles, it is due to a contradiction: even as it appears 
fixed and objectified as a fetish ought to be, it nevertheless announces its irreducible truth. It is a short-
circuiting of the fetish’s inherent contradictions in meanings, an exposure of its simultaneous veiling/
unveiling as a potent site of its own agency. Compare the kigurumi doller again with the growing horde 
of Techno-Orientalist self-fetishists today, perhaps there is a lesson the latter can learn from her; the 
method will be through magic and the stakes will be autonomous truth.

(fig 27) Laurie Simmons, Photograph from Kigurumi, Dollers and How We See, 2014
Conclusion

The Techno-Orientalist paradigm may seem to follow an age-old notion of Othering, whereby the 
exclusionary binary of ‘Us’ vs ‘Them’ is constantly reconfigured apropos of the current epoch. However, 
this binary as symptomatic of Techno-Orientalism is not one-sided, as the East also espouses it in order 
to affirm its exceptionalism.

Curiously, this oppositional binary that has previously depended on nominal notions of ethnic identity 
finds itself short-circuited in postmodern societies where essential identities are wilfully ignored 
or trespassed. The distance becomes shorter when the fetish-objects produced through Techno-
Orientalism comes into focus, as these Ornaments, which are historically responsible for sustaining 
a dehumanising white gaze, are increasingly co-opted by the West through the process of self-
fetishisation. This notion of self-fetishisation, when approached with care and faith, is able to collapse 
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traditional binaries of subject/object, fetish/fetishist and real/image. The self- fetishist, who is in alliance 
with the fetish’s exceptional agency, is able to disrupt from within the smooth façade of dominant 
media; and aid the deterritorialisation of the site of production and proliferation of the fetish away from 
hegemonic, vertical structures and onto democratic, communal spaces.

A lot more can and should be said about the fetish and its position in contemporary society. At least with 
regards to visual culture and general visuality, I believe the question of representation will invariably be 
tied to the notion of fetishism and its subsequent object(s). However, it is equally important to keep in 
mind that the fetish is not an inherently negative object or that it can only ensure pernicious outcomes.

Lastly, it must be asserted that the magical potency of the fetish does not imply any access to a ‘real’ 
oriental Other, but precisely because the fetish must be acknowledged as an autonomously real thing-in-
itself, symbiosis with it creates a new entity that might finally be able to take back control of its aesthetic 
appearance, and on its very real surface declares its own proper impropriety.
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Is the archive through photography really 
our memory?

Shiliang Hu



Photography, archives and memory are closely linked. Both memory and photography involve the process 
of recording images, which can be used to recall the past. Memory itself is often described as an archive: 
a repository of things, meanings, and images. This gives the impression that one can resort to memory 
in order to restore the past. However, memory does not take the form of matter or matter, as photos and 
archives usually do. It is not a photo or a series of images to watch, nor is it a library or database where 
records can be retrieved. On the contrary, the memory we prefer to see here is mediation. It is a series 
of processes through which the past comes to us, not just the continuous transition from the past to the 
present. In a sense, memory is designed and shaped by the current law and practice, which provides the 
structure for the occurrence of memory. 

This article first studies the role of photography in the social system environment through the visual 
photography representation of regime and body. Then, through the fact cases of my family members, this 
paper analyzes how historical and social memories are preserved, tampered and restricted by photography. 
Through the views and works of the artist Sekula, this paper further analyses the problems that have been 
ignored in today’s era of global capitalism, that is, the perspective of archives is closer to the perspective 
of capitalists, professional positivists, bureaucrats and engineers, rather than the perspective of the weak 
like the working class. Finally, through the work of a special Chinese photographic artist, the above same 
theory is combined with the current situation of Chinese Archives and photography. 

Visual photographic representation of regime and body 
As we all know, a problem is that photography should not only create but also destroy “ mnemonic 
experience”. Buchloh mentioned in Gerhard Richter’s’ 
Atlas’: The Amino Archive: 

As the point from which the reflection on the relationship between photography and 
historical memory would originate. It was as though photography’s oscillating ambiguity, 
as a dubious agent simultaneously enacting and destroying mnemonic experience, could 
at least be fixed for one moment by situating the image in an analogue to the mnemonic 
imprint of the family relation itself. (Benjamin Buchloh, 1999) 

On the one hand, it promises to create conditions for social awareness and memory, and to provide us 
with a potentially indiscriminate image reserve. According to Benjamin, photography is a kind of “ optical 
unconscious”: 

Photography makes aware for the first time the optical unconscious, just as psychoanalysis 
discloses the instinctual unconscious. Structural qualities, cellular tissues, which form 
the natural business of technology and medicine are all much more closely related to the 
camera than to the atmospheric landscape or the expressive portrait. (Walter Benjamin, 
1999) 

It mechanically fixes people’s perceptions of things that might otherwise have eluded them. On the other 
hand, photography filters and mediates what is preserved. Through its connection with popular culture, 
photography is seen as a process leading to the destruction of memory. As Kracauer said in “The Mass 
Orange”: 

Photography stages nature as the negativity of history. As such, the hegemony of 
photography speaks the truth of the alienation of Ratio even as it reveals a previously 
invisible residuum of nature which holds open the possibility of a new, emancipated 
relationship between reason and nature. In other words, the “go-for-broke game of history” 
which Kracauer sees being played out in the turn to photography is the drama of the 
dialectic of capitalism—and of enlightenment. (Siegfried Kracauer, 1995) 

Photography leads to the alienation of capitalist mode of production, but it also has the ability to witness 
the destruction of culture in the hands of social dogma including capitalism. 
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Photo archives are associated with these processes of memory and forgetting. Out of the concern for 
this dual role, Allan Sekula and other theorists studied the role of photography in the social institutional 
environment. Their aim is to extend the history of photography beyond the paradigm of art history and 
solve the problem of lack of reflection on the social use of photography. They played a leading role in 
Foucault’s and his narration of the primacy of vision in controlling social subject. As Allan Sekula said in 
his “The Body and The Archive”: 

We can speak then of a generalized, inclusive archive, a shadow archive that encompasses 
an entire social terrain while positioning individuals within that terrain. This archive contains 
subordinate, territorialized archives: archives whose semantic interdependence is normally 
obscured by the “coherence” and “mutual exclusivity” of the social groups registered 
within each. … The clearest indication of the essential unity of this archive of images of 
the body lies in the fact that by the mid-nineteenth century a single hermeneutic paradigm 
had gained widespread prestige. This paradigm had two tightly entwined branches, 
physiognomy and phrenology. Both shared the belief that the surface of the body, and 
especially the face and head, bore the outward signs of inner character. (Allan Sekula, 1986) 

They explained how the mechanism of photography and archives worked together to support the positivist 
government and professional discourse, which increasingly dominated and supported the social century 
in the latter half of the 19th century. They focus on documentaries on anthropometry, policing, psychiatry 
and social reform, and see photography as a monitoring tool. The claim to realism is questioned. With 
promising visual evidence and social description, photography actually naturalizes state intervention and 
control. It cooperates to maintain the status quo and strengthen the “social terrain” of class relations 
and social division of labor. In the late 19th century, French Alphonse Bertillon invented the way of taking 
portraits of criminals, recording their facial features, and registering them in order to achieve the goal of 
social control.

Figure 1 
Since then, photography seems to be more closely connected with power. This kind of prisoner’s photo 
shooting emphasizes objectivity. The criminal’s face is divided into two parts: front and side (right or left). 
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At the same time, it is possible to take full body photos and mark the height size, so as to fully grasp 
the prisoner’s body data. This kind of decomposition diagram and data collection of human body and 
appearance characteristics is obviously connected with the desire of the power to control the body, and 
also for the convenience of comparison and capture in the future. In terms of method, this kind of shooting 
emphasizes “objective” presentation. Theoretically speaking, it is a part of Foucault’s body discipline. 

However, compared with the standard mode of prisoner photo shooting, there are also some escape 
works. For example, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, the Soviet writer who wrote “The Gulag Archipelago”, had 
a picture of a prisoner taken in 1953 when he was imprisoned in Kazakhstan. In February 1953, he was 
released. More than a month later, Stalin died.
 

Figure 2 
In this photo, Solzhenitsyn is at the bottom of the lens, and his eyes show fear. However, different from 
the above-mentioned standard picture of prisoners, this picture is more open-minded and appears to be 
daily. The serial number of the prisoner on the front chest of his prison clothes is included in the picture. 
It is one of the methods to intimidate prisoners to number them and make them wear uniform. The image 
and serial number of prisoners in the photo are integrated into one, which makes it easier to complete the 
visual registration of the enemy. In reality, there are many ways to distinguish between ourselves and the 
enemy, but photography is certainly one of the important ways. At the same time, photography is also an 
important way to help produce the image of the enemy as the “other” of society. 

Sometimes, however, this is not the case. This is reflected in a picture taken by Chen Duxiu in 1937 at 
the first prison in Nanjing. This photo shows Chen Duxiu looking up in the distance. On the back of the 
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photo is Chen Duxiu’s handwriting: “taken in the first prison of Nanjing in the spring of the Republic of 
China.”. 

Figure 3 

According to relevant information, the situation was unstable because of the outbreak of the Anti Japanese 
war in Shanghai on August 13, 1937. At that time, Juzheng, the then president of the judiciary, submitted 
a petition for Chen Duxiu’s commutation to Lin Sen, chairman of the national government. In this way, 
the national government could reduce his sentence or even release him. Linson received the request 
and issued a commutation order. Then the Ministry of Justice issued a document to “release first”. On 
August 23, Chen Duxiu ended his three-year life as a prisoner and was released from prison amid the 
sound of bombs from the Japanese air raid on Nanjing. However, from this photo, Chen’s posture and 
expression do not have the meaning of “deep self repentance” that Juzheng said to himself in order to 
release him. No wonder Chen Duxiu didn’t appreciate the release. After he was released from prison, 
he immediately issued a statement to refute such insulting remarks. Chen’s obstinacy is well known all 
over the world, and it can be seen from this. And this picture became a visual political statement of Chen 
Duxiu, who was against the dictatorship of the Kuomintang. Let’s compare these two prisoner photos 
from the aspects of expression, clothing, posture, line of sight processing, shooting perspective and the 
relationship between the photographer and the subject. Chen Duxiu’s expression seems to be indifferent, 
but it is a look of contempt and awe inspiring on the paper. Solzhenitsyn’s expression is frightened and 
alert, and the tight corners of his mouth also show his stubborn character. Although he was in prison, 
Chen Duxiu wore everyday clothes, while Solzhenitsyn had already put on the prison clothes with chest 
number. Chen Duxiu’s vision goes beyond the photographer and is self-sufficient in his own world. At 
the same time, it shows that he ignores the existence of the photographer, while Solzhenitsyn confronts 
with the photographer. Chen Duxiu’s posture seems to be free from the interference and control of the 
photographer, and his body language is relaxed and demonstrative. However, Solzhenitsyn’s posture is 
tense and shrinking, showing a backward contraction, and his relationship with the photographer is in 
a tense state. It seems that the photographer who photographed Chen Duxiu is more willing to shape 
his unruly temperament, so he takes photos from the angle of looking up. However, Solzhenitsyn is 
completely controlled by the camera and the controller behind it, and the photographer takes pictures of 
him from above. Both Chen Duxiu’s and Solzhenitsyn’s prison photos have many differences, but they 
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have something in common. What is missing in the two photos is precisely the “objectivity” required in 
taking criminal photos. Chen Duxiu’s photo is a photo studio model, allowing the subject to pose with 
his approval, while Solzhenitsyn’s photo takes in his fear expression. Both of them are “non objective”, 
breaking the mode of prison photos, and also bringing the audience and future generations a visual 
opportunity to understand the character of the people in the photos. The practice of photographing in the 
prisons of the Republic of China also seems to show that because of the low level of prison administration 
at that time, the prisoners did not succumb to the double “oppression” of photography and power. This is 
the dereliction of duty of prison officials in the Republic of China. However, we are glad to see the image 
of a conscientious offender. Of course, from these two photos, we can also see the relationship between 
different regimes and the visual representation of the body. 

Historical and social memories are preserved, tampered and restricted by photography 

In view of this history, Sekula’s claim is reasonable. In his book “Reading an Archive”, he talks about: 
To understand this denial of politics, this depoliticization of photographic meaning, we 
need to examine some of the underlying problems of photographic culture. Before we 
can answer the questions just posed, we need to briefly consider what a photographic 
archive is, and how it might be interpreted, sampled, or reconstructed in a book. 
The model of the archive, of the quantitative ensemble of images, is a powerful one 
in photographic discourse. This model exerts a basic influence on the character of 
the truths and pleasures experienced in looking at photographs, especially today, 
when photographic books and exhibitions are being assembled from archives at an 
unprecedented rate. We might even argue that archival ambitions and procedures are 
intrinsic to photographic practice. (Allan Sekula, 2003)

This method has become the central organizational perspective of photographic theory, but Sekula’s 
method implies that the “archival ambition” of photography only works in terms of hegemony, and 
is essentially the product of a repressive state machine. This makes a long-standing view that the 
achievements of photography and its archives are only the normalization of existing power relations and 
the maintenance of traditional property law. It is difficult to imagine that photography and archives are 
involved in anything other than the negative operation of power because of such a view in photography 
theory. Nevertheless, the purpose of critical analysis of photography and its archives is to provide the 
basis for the reconfiguration of knowledge, ownership and mode of production. A broader criticism of 
photography and archives serves to express negative memories. In addition, in archives, the possibility of 
meaning is “released” from the actual contingency of use. But this kind of release is also a kind of loss, 
which is the separation from the complexity and richness of use and the loss of context. In this way, the 
particularity of “original” use and meaning can be avoided, or even invisible, when the photos are selected 
from the archives and assembled into a volume. (in turn, photos can be taken from the collection, put on 
file, and suffer the same loss of features. 
 
Therefore, the new meaning can replace the old meaning, and the archives act as the “exchange” of 
meaning. Take the events in my own family as an example to illustrate one point: the same is about 
some photos of educated youth going to the countryside during the cultural revolution. The first part is 
displayed in the Shanghai educated youth Museum. The latter part is from my own family records. One 
is displayed to the public in the window, and the other is kept in the family photo frame for collection. 
Imagine the vision of a regime (he may have all the photos of educated youth going to the mountains and 
the countryside), he searched all the way, and then focused on the photos with political color.
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Although the first picture was a very common phonograph at that time, there were some books about Mao 
Zedong beside it, which implied that a lot of the content played on the phonograph at that time was also 
about Mao Zedong. The second picture shows many common daily necessities in ordinary families at that 
time, such as teacups and kettles. But we can also clearly see that almost all the patterns printed on them 
are similar pictures commemorating different government agencies. The third picture is the most popular 
cultural communication program at that time: model opera. As for these operas, what they performed at 
that time were contents of resisting foreign enemies and praising the government. At that time, it was 
almost always on the radio or on TV. So we can see that these photos have a strong political color. These 
may be the specific sources of the political spirit that they want the photos to convey. Imagine the sight 
of an educated youth or his spouse, children, parents, brothers, lovers or friends, and they will be more 
willing to keep and display photos of their daily life or personal emotions to the world. For example, some 
photos closer to real life. 

       Figure 7

                       

    

                         

     Figure 8 
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                    Figure 10 
  

For example, the first one records a picture taken when I went back to school just before I left for the 
countryside. When I interviewed this photo, my family gave this interpretation:

The students left school one after another and went to Jiangxi, Yunnan, Guizhou, Inner 
Mongolia and other places. The students who want to go to Heilongjiang will also start. They 
really want to leave the school. They can’t help but yearn for this school. Our best years 
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are spent here. We were very happy to be admitted to this key school. For four years, after 
the beginning of school, we sat quietly in such a classroom and listened to the teacher’s 
lectures. Mr. Li’s algebra was rigorous in logic, Mr. Liu’s geometry analysis was superb, Mr. 
Tang’s ancient poetry reading was intoxicating, Mr. Zhu’s chemical reaction was mysterious 
and discolored, and Mr. Guo’s Russian brought us outside In the world (we communicated 
with Soviet students), the products introduced by Mr. Jiang made us salivate... We eagerly 
learned knowledge and laid a solid cultural foundation for our future life. However, the critical 
revisionist education line in the cultural revolution made us negate knowledge education 
and the teachers who eagerly taught us. I’m leaving this school soon, but I can’t forget the 
learning scene in the past. I can’t help but walk into the classroom and leave the last picture 
of class, so as to bid farewell to the simple and beautiful learning life.. (X. Wu, Personal 
communication, 2020 Dec) 

The second one was very excited after listening to Chairman Mao’s instruction on “educated youth 
going to the countryside” on the radio. So I wrote this poem on the front page of my diary. The general 
meaning of the poem is to describe how to become a powerful person and make more contributions to 
the society and the country. The third picture shows the scene of working in the countryside at that time. 
It can be seen from the picture that the rural environment was very bad and the work was very hard. In 
the interview, my family described as follows: 

The production team gave us collective households a piece of private land to grow our 
own vegetables. At the beginning of the most dry work is weeding and shovel, backache 
every day. The area of cultivated land in Northeast China is very large and endless, so 
every day I have a “when is the end” in my heart. (X. Wu, Personal communication, 2020 
Dec) 

The fourth is a very important photo for our family. This paper records the contents of my uncle’s 
sacrifice in the countryside in Heilongjiang Province: A telegram came with bad news. Wu Liping was 
killed in an explosion outside gunpowder during water conservancy construction. My father is under 
investigation because he is suspected to be a spy and is not allowed to go to the border. The elders 
in my family are too weak to tell them. Therefore, the insider could only endure the grief, and finally 
the eldest daughter rushed to Heilongjiang to deal with the aftermath. Because of his father’s political 
situation, his uncle was not regarded as a martyr in the end. (X. Wu, Personal communication, 2020 Dec) 

It can be seen that most people who had experience at that time would agree that the investment 
behind the line of sight - financial investment on the one hand and emotional investment on the other 
- was out of place. The photos in the museum convey more political spirit, while the personal photo 
archives convey more personal experiences and insights. But in the archives, the difference, the 
fundamental hostility between these lines of sight, is obscured. Instead, we have two sets of carefully 
made negatives to copy into. In the atlas, all their similarities and differences can easily be reduced to 
“pure visual” attention. In this sense, archives establish a relationship of abstract visual equality between 
images. In this system of the highest image, the undercurrent of power is hard to detect, unless through 
the shock of editing, the images taken from the hostile category are put together in a controversial and 
confusing way. You may say that the photos convey the eternal truth. However, although the concept 
of photographic reproduction itself seems to imply little loss in the process of transformation, the 
significance of photography obviously depends on the context to a great extent. In spite of its strong 
mark of authenticity, photos themselves are intermittently and incompletely narrated, and the meaning 
is always arranged by adding titles, texts and places of expression in various ways, as shown in the 
above examples. Therefore, since photographic archives are often suspended in meaning and use, in 
the archives, meaning exists as both residual and potential state. The implicit use of the past coexists 
with a great deal of possibilities. In function, active files are like tool rooms, while dormant files are like 
abandoned tool rooms. Therefore, the significance of archives is not extracted from nature, but from 
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culture. Archives constitute the paradigm or image system of constructing photographic “statement”. 
The potential of archives changes with time, and the keynote is misappropriated by different principles, 
discourses and characteristics. Obviously, archives are not neutral. They embody the inherent power of 
accumulation, collection and hoarding, and the inherent power of mastering the vocabulary and rules of 
a language. Within the bourgeois culture, the photography project itself has been recognized not only as 
the dream of universal language from the very beginning, but also as a global archive and resource base 
established according to the model provided by libraries, encyclopedias, animal and botanical gardens, 
museums, police files and banks. (in turn, photography has helped modernize the flow of information in 
most of these institutions. Any photographic archive, no matter how small, appeals indirectly to these 
institutions for authority. Not only the authenticity, but also the fun of photographic archives is related 
to the experience in these other places. As for authenticity, their philosophical foundation lies in a kind 
of rash empiricism, and they want to achieve a common catalogue of superficial resources. Archives 
engineering typically shows the compulsive desire to pursue integrity, a belief in ultimate coherence due 
to the absolute quantity obtained. In practice, such knowledge can only be organized by bureaucratic 
means. As a result, the archival perspective is closer to that of capitalists, professional positivists, 
bureaucrats and engineers - not to mention connoisseurs, rather than working class. 

Sekula ‘s views on capitalism and its material society 

Photography and its archives are made up of memory and oblivion, some of which are promised while 
others are excluded. Sekula focused on the historical exclusion of the working class. He claims that 
archives generally do not seek to represent the history of this group, and that the perspective of archives 
is not that of the working class. The working class may have provided the subject of photographic 
archives, but traditionally there is no subjectivity of the working class, and perhaps there is a memory 
structure reflecting the consciousness and prejudice of the working class. People have made great 
efforts to solve these absence problems. They are more and more eager to rescue the images produced 
by ordinary people in their daily life. Snapshots and other amateur images also appear frequently 
in news reports and can be found for sale in second-hand antique and retro markets. Images and 
perspectives that were previously denied in the archives are now easily integrated into its space, and the 
standardized archival perspective faced by Sekula in his works is now broken. 

Allan Sekula, as a supporter of new documentary photography in the 1980s, laid a theoretical foundation 
for the updated form of documentary photography through relevant theoretical articles. He refused to 
take photos as the evidence characteristics of traditional documentary photography, and also refused 
to define it as the typical self-expression of “artistic documentary”. In 1999, he photographed and was 
involved in the work of Bill Gates. The background of this work is that in the 1990s, when the Internet 
was in its infancy, Bill Gates began to buy a large number of historical photos. He realized early that 
the Internet would become a portal and market, and any picture could be reused. Millions of prints and 
negatives are digitally scanned as data, and these image files are priced through Corbis, a company 
licensed by gates. Who has the most pictures has the largest visual culture. 

    Figure 11 
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Sekula described the work as follows: 

Recently I wrote a letter to a man who embodies the new paradigm of the global archivist, 
the facilitator of the new virtual and disembodied family of man. He’s no Steichen, since 
he refuses the role of the grand paternalistic editor, preferring in a more veiled manner 
to manage the global archive and retrieval system from which any number of pictorial 
statements might be constructed. In effect, he allows his clients to play in the privacy of 
their homes the role of mini-Steichen, perusing vast quantities of images from around the 
world, culling freely-but for a price-with meaning in mind. 
I made a point of typing the letter on an old manual typewriter, and of sending it 
anonymously: both neo-Luddite gestures of sorts. The first gesture befits a world of slower 
communications. In the old days, messages contended with the weather, with “rain and 
snow and heat” as the old slogan of the U.S. Post Office would have it. As you can see, my 
old fashioned letter is appended to a documented action that pushes to an extreme this idea 
of meteorological resistance to communication. (Michael Connor, 2013)

Figure 12 

In his open letter to Bill Gates at that time, Sekula mentioned that Gates bought the work “lost on the 
Grand Banks” by American painter Winslow Homer in the second half of the 19th century for $30 million, 
which set the highest record for the work of American painters at that time. 

122

Figure 13

The anonymous letter was accompanied by a triple photo of Sekula, who showed him as close as possible 
to the Microsoft founder’s estate in Medina, Washington, without triggering an underwater sensor. “ And 
as for you, Bill, when you’re on the Net, are you lost? Or found? And the rest of us—lost or found—are 
we on it, or in it? “ 

In this letter, Sekula skillfully compares the ocean with the Internet - the flowing real space and the 
flowing virtual space, and points to the core of the contradiction, touching all of us. From Sekula’s “on the 
investigation of photography” published in 1974 in “thinking photography” He mentioned that: 

The meaning of a photograph, like that of any other entity, is inevitably subject to cultural 
definition. The task here is to define and engage critically something we might call the 
“photographic discourse”. (Allan Sekula, 1975) 

Sekula explained that photos can’t have complete information. To be fully interpreted or understood, it will 
be influenced by the culture, environment and education of the viewer. 

One of Allan Sekula’s classic article on documentary photography, “Reinventing Documentary,” first 
appeared in the catalog of two individual photo exhibitions at the long beach Museum of art in 1976. In 
this paper, he discusses the use of text and image, and the movie and video of image and sound, so as 
to make the text support or deviate from the image. As he said that: 

An image can be offered as evidence, and then subverted. Photography remains a 
primitive medium by comparison. Still-photographers have tended to believe naively in 
the power and efficacy of the single image. (Allan Sekula, 1984) 

He also commented that:
But even photojournalists like to imagine that a good photograph can punch through, 
overcome its caption and story, on the power of vision alone. The power of the overall 
communicative system, with its 
characteristic structure and mode of address, over the fragmentary utterance is 
ignored. (Allan Sekula, 1984) 

Throughout Sekula’s career, he kept returning to the theme of the sea as a backdrop for unethical economic 
operations. For example, his project “Fish Story”, first published in 1995, is regarded as an early critique 
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and landmark work on global capitalism, challenging people’s views on documentary photography. In this 
album, around a malleable photographic article, Sekula’s other words about pictures are interspersed in 
seven chapters. 

Figure 14 

The image of “the story of fish” is a fascinating narrative of the global trading world, which analyzes our 
imagination and manipulation of the ocean. The work reveals the urgency of our close relationship with 
the ocean in contemporary conditions, and how this connection has shaped our society to a great extent.
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Figure 15 

As in 1984, Sekula stated in his book “Photography Against the Grain,” that:
     Furthermore, I wanted to construct works from witbin concrete life situations, situations 
within which there was either an overt or active clash of interests and representations. Any 
interest I had in artifice and constructed dialogue was part of a search for a certain “realism,” a 
realism not of appearances or social facts but of everyday experience in and against the grip. 
of advanced capitalism. This realism sought to 
brush traditional realism against the grain. Against the photoessayistic promise of “life” 
caught by the camera, I sought to work from within a world already replete with signs. 
(Allan Sekula, 1984) 

As a book and exhibition, “the story of fish” takes the ocean world as a place of class conflict to 
investigate, and takes the ocean as a key space of globalization. From 1989 to 1995, he spent seven 
years photographing many ports and major port cities around the world, drawing icons of population 
migration and capital circulation with pen and camera, recording the experiences of different labor 
forces. Nowadays, few artists have such a deep and comprehensive understanding of the theory, 
aesthetics and cultural tradition of photography as an art form. In his whole life, he always stood on the 
side of the laborer who was struggling in the “water” as both the original meaning and the metaphor, 
instead of standing on the high side as a bystander. 

It is not clear how to deal with these images left to history. For example, ordinary snapshots seem to bring 
us something new, but they are in many ways the product of modernity, the expression of life restricted by 
its structure. As they are piled up in archives and require recognition, there are a number of possibilities. 
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Figure 16 

As a historian or analyst, one may become like a character in Paul Klee’s Angelus Noves. The Angel of 
History, as Walter Benjamin relates in his “Theses on the Philosophy of History”: 

His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single 
catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The 
angle would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But 
a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the 
angle can no longer close them. (Walter Benjamin, 1968) 

According to this fable, we may begin to question: what is the use of longing for the past? Angels can’t 
inject life into the ruins or reassemble the remains, but at least they can be witnesses to the past and 
its destruction. But there are other possibilities. Historical materialists, unlike angels, turn to the future 
and hope for change. Its purpose is not to recombine the past, but to seize a memory that flashed at 
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a dangerous moment, to capture the image of the past, so as to face the past with its own creation. In 
response to this proposal, Sekula believes that: 

Presentation is an analog of sorts for the way in which corporate bureaucrats handle the 
problem of industrial safety, yet he subverts the model by telling the story from below, 
from the place occupied by the worker in the hierarchy. The casestudy form is a model 
of authoritarian handling of human lives. (Allan Sekula, 1984) 

Archives and the terms on which it replicates knowledge become vulnerable to scrutiny and face memories 
of its own history, inclusion and exclusion. In addition, the attitude of materialists is revolutionary, and its 
purpose is to recapture history from conventional conventions when history is on the verge of destruction. 
Archives face the threat of memory: to exclude its memory. Everyday and ordinary forms of image 
production may be faced in the same way. In addition, Allan Sekula’s 1974 photography work “This Ain’t 
China: A Photonovel” announced that artists would soon set off China as a cultural and economic western 
production paradigm. Combining (meta) narratives and stage photographs, the plot involves employees of 
a greasy spoon restaurant (including artists) in San Diego, who contemplate work and living conditions and 
plan a strike - a microcosm of the global imagination that changes with the existence of different cultures. 
This is not a time when China is very interested in the possibility of Maoism (especially among left leaning 
western artists and intellectuals). However, China’s counterexample and its negativity are still elusive. In 
the way it evokes ambiguity, China may be both at the height of the Proletarian Cultural Revolution and 
exquisite tableware (porcelain or “Fine China”). In the form of photographic novels, the series depicts 
the struggle of a group of workers under hard working conditions. At the same time, performance under 
working conditions, an early video work on the same theme, is also on display. Sekula’s early works bring 
together images, words and sounds, and expand the boundary between photography and film; his works 
can be seen as intermittent splicing, providing the audience with answers to some specific questions 
about the photographic media: how photography serves the existing power relations and helps them 
realize the legalization and normalization. How photography preserves, alters, limits and erases historical 
and social memories. 

Figure 17

Sekula transformed the function of photography and put the reality at its core by thinking about the 
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photographic media. The artist has a clear consciousness of how the meaning is fabricated or created, 
which is closely related to his desire to surpass this process in his creation. His interest in the construction 
process of meaning itself exceeds the expression of meaning. He uses different media to reverse the 
reality, rather than simply keep the reality in the form of pictures. The exhibition shows how facts and 
knowledge drive his images to touch the boundaries of photography in terms of aesthetics and artistic 
effects. His experimental creation opposes the artistic concept of system coherence or style unity. In this 
way, Sekula is political. 

Figure 18 

Presenting the work in 2010 raises the question of how both these Chinas—as well as today’s People’s 
Republic, with its (ever enigmatic) embrace of capitalist manufacturing and consumption with a communist 
face—continue to configure imaginaries of alternative forms of production. Sekula’s 1974 photonovel is 
paired with a new work: a backlit transparency made for the storefront window of the e-flux space on 
Essex Street in New York’s Chinatown. The image was captured while the artist was doing research in one 
of China’s “special economic zones” near the port city of Guangzhou for a forthcoming documentary on 
working conditions in and around the world’s most active ports. It shows a young Chinese factory worker 
holding part of a kitchen appliance she is helping to manufacture, her eyes closed. The image may be 
seen as evidence of Sekula’s shift from staged photography to a documentary approach, and opens a 
question concerning the artist’s paths to realism. And yet the new image shares an element of refusal with 
the earlier photonovel. 

A solo-show of two works, This Ain’t China: A Photonovel (1974) and Eyes Closed Assembly Line (2010), 
thus enables the visitor to trace key trajectories for Allan Sekula’s entire practice. The investigation of his 
special interest in China leads to other questions concerning the politics and aesthetics of working class 
refusal, what we might call an “attitude of ain’t.” 

Yunsheng Geng’s “Wumeng Miner” 

Actually, in China, there is a photographer who has found the same problem. Yunsheng Geng, a 
photographer from Yunnan Province of China, records the real situation of small coal mining in Yunnan 
Province in his “Wumeng miners” series. With simple shooting techniques and traditional documentary 
photography language, he followed the miners down to the depth of the mine, deeply observed and 
recorded the hard efforts of local and foreign workers engaged in the mining of small coal mines in the 
extremely bad production environment and to seek the minimum living resources only for living in the 
worst living environment.
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Figure 19 

In today’s China, documentary photography, which should have made greater contributions to China’s 
social development and progress, especially to social justice and at least to face up to the grim reality, has 
been in a difficult situation and kept silent for many reasons, such as the induction of art market, the rule 
of ideology and the shift of aesthetic taste. In such a bad situation, Yunsheng 

Geng “committed a crime against the wind” at this time, sorting out the documentary photography 
“Wumeng miners” series and publicly displaying it. In a sense, it requires great perseverance and courage. 
In a sense, to do so, the first thing we need is moral courage. What is seriously lacking in today’s Chinese 
photography, including documentary photography, may be moral courage, the moral courage of a real 
photographer. In fact, his photography of “Wumeng miners” also indicates the predicament of realism 
attitude and position in photography today and the value of adhering to this attitude and position.

Figure 20 

“Wumeng miners” This work, let us face the real situation of the Chinese workers who are the weak in 
society. At the same time, it breaks the idealized imagination and shaping of industrial workers in the 
previous works with miners as the theme, and also points out a new type of miners’ images, that is, those 
in small and fragmented mines that have not been organized into large-scale industries “Miners”. 
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Figure 21

China’s development needs a lot of energy. Coal, known as “black gold”, has become the object of 
people’s pursuit. However, in the whole industry chain, miners, especially the “miners” in small coal 
mines, are in the most dangerous position with the lowest income. Moreover, the profit-seeking nature of 
capital also causes the investment debts in safety production, and the news of mine accidents is spread 
from time to time. 
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Figure 22 

The photos of Yunsheng Geng, shown in rich details from various angles, tell us that among these workers, 
there are still some “former workers” who are not divorced from agricultural production and have not been 
trained by modern enterprises. They are only using the simplest equipment and the simplest way in coal 
mining, seeking living resources, but at the same time, they are also contributing to China’s economic 
development. In the past, the images of miners with smiles on their faces, miner’s lamp on their heads 
and white towels around their necks have disappeared in today’s visual representation system. However, 
we have never been psychologically prepared to see such a group of “miners” (or “farmers”) who are 
also workers and farmers Image. The image of this group of special miners can be said to be a special 
existence behind the peculiar development of China’s economy, and it has been obscured intentionally 
or unintentionally. Yunsheng Geng’s documentary photography efforts have made such a special group 
of “miners” visible. 

Figure 23 

Allan Sekula said in his article “Reading an Archive: Photography Between Labour and Capital”: 
There is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document of 
barbarism. And just as such a document is not free of barbarism, barbarism taints also 
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the manner in which it was transmitted from one owner to another. A historical materialist 
therefore dissociates himself from it as far as possible. He regards it as his task to brush 
history against the grain. (Allan Sekula, 1983) 

In a sense, civilization and violence are two sides of the same thing. However, from the photos of Yunsheng 
Geng, who can’t make us take a closer look, do we think that the so-called civilization (and, of course, the 
understanding and interpretation in various contexts) is actually built by so many invisible weak people. 

       Figure 24

 
 

       Figure 25
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All the pictures in the Wumeng miner are taken by snapshot. In one of them, a young child was dressed 
in an indistinguishable color like an adult miner, half lying on a hill of cinders. The rubber shoes on his 
feet were obviously too wide for his size, and his face was very helpless. I was facing him, and I could 
hardly press the shutter. He was very small, and the cinder on his back was almost ten times his weight. 
In China, only when Yunsheng Geng visualized the existence of these miners through the camera lens, did 
we suddenly find that behind the dazzling achievements of China’s economy, there is still such a reality 
that stings our eyes and hearts. Here, I think, we can change Sekula’s sentence a little bit and change it to: 
“there is no record of civilization that is not also a record of the weak. “There is no document of civilization 
which is not, at the same time, a record of the weak. Yunsheng Geng’s “Wumeng miners” series is a record 
of the survival of the weak in Chinese society and the life and work of the weak on the way to modern 
civilization. If Sekula’s words can be changed in such a way, I think it should include my recognition and 
expectation in the following two aspects: This is not only a kind of work achievement that has been made 
by photographers like Yunsheng Geng, so that we can connect civilization and the weak together, which 
makes us think deeply about the relationship between the two; at the same time, it is also a kind of work 
requirement for photographers with social conscience like Yunsheng Geng. More people are required 
to be willing to engage in the exhibition of linking civilization with the weak and carry out more in-depth 
investigation. What’s more, the “civilization” mentioned here is far from reaching the “civilization” in our 
consciousness and ideal. If that is “civilization”, we can only say that it is exposing our cruel “civilization”. 
If so, then we should not only be engaged in the work of revealing the relationship between civilization 
and the weak, but also promote the reflection on the so-called civilization itself by revealing and exposing 
this relationship. Moreover, through such work, we are also moving towards thinking about the connection 
between civilization and violence as mentioned by Sekula. 

In conclusion 

To sum up, we can see from the above article that the mechanism of photography and archives works in 
concert with the government and professional discourse supporting positivism. Moreover, photography 
as a monitoring tool, in fact, naturalized the state’s intervention and control. It cooperates to maintain the 
status quo, strengthen class relations and social division of labor. On the other hand, we also see that 
the “archival ambition” of photography only works in terms of hegemony and is essentially the product of 
a repressive state machine. The significance of photography obviously depends largely on the context. 
However, these contexts are constantly arranged, adding titles, texts and performance places in various 
ways. They can only be organized by bureaucratic means. But Sekula, as a supporter of new documentary 
photography. Through his own artistic techniques, he expressed his views on the status quo, that is, when 
our culture is debating the non materialization, performance, network and virtual, Sekula expounded his 
views on capitalism and its material society. He thinks that his works may be out of date or out of date 
for contemporary culture in our time. On the contrary, Sekula is a good example of the era of global 
marine economy in which we live. His work, the story of fish, focuses on the topic of “information age”. 
A large number of goods are loaded in containers, and piles of containers are slowly and continuously 
transported to ports and cities all over the world by large freighters through the sea. On this premise, 
capitalist globalization can be realized. However, those who fantasize about realizing the non-material 
economy through the Internet and radio waves fail to see that the world economy is supported by the 
workers working at the docks under arduous conditions. This is also his brilliant work with profound 
thoughts left to us under the background of the era of globalized capitalism. At the same time, there are 
also photographers in China who express their search and understanding for the dignity and value of their 
own lives through their works, as well as the existence of the weak brought by the rapid development of 
cities. This is also the place that touches me most. At the same time, it arouses us to think about the role 
and status of documentary photography in today’s Chinese society. Because we found that during the 40 
years from 1950s to 2000, our images about the real life and work of miners were almost blank, except 
for those with a smile and white towel. In fact, “Wumeng miner” has not entered the market so far. This is 
closely related to the historical background of China. The subjects that reflect the real situation of society 

133



are less and less involved, and the sensitive subjects are less and less touched. This is related to the living 
space of documentary works. Galleries rarely represent those photos reflecting the reality of suffering, 
so the works can not enter the market. But, like Geng Yunsheng, they are the special existence behind 
China’s peculiar development. I want more people to see them and understand their survival. Even, many 
of them have no complaints about this kind of life.
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Introduction 

When I am left to my own devices; entirely isolated or alone with my thoughts, I often struggle to grasp a 
sense of self, or decide upon what activity I wish to entertain. Shall I draw? I ask myself. Or shall I write? 
Shall I edit pictures? Shall I cook? Instead of using next to minimal exertion and completing a task (even 
when the outcome will undoubtedly be gratifying or beneficial in some way), indecisiveness overrides 
endless possibilities as instead I choose to stare at a wall for 40 minutes; thinking about everything 
and nothing simultaneously as I lose track of the time that has passed. This common dissociation; this 
apparent loss of reality and altered form of consciousness is widely deemed a dissociative disorder, 
specifically falling under the terms depersonalisation or derealisation in it’s most extreme form (with 
the former first used clinically by Ludovic Douglas in 1989, referencing “a state in which there is the 
feeling or sensation that thoughts and acts elude the self and become strange; there is an alienation of 
personality – in other words a depersonalisation”). It has been argued by those such as Roland Barthes 
that within art and/or literature, this ‘loss of self’ is often a driving force for creatives, with Barthes’ Death 
of the Author stating that (literature is) “the trap where all identity is lost, beginning with the very identity 
of the body that writes” (Barthes, 1967). This quotation, along with T.S Eliot’s title statement that “the 
progress of an artist is a continual self sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality” (1919) are intriguing 
when considering the author (or artist’s) place within the work they are creating, and even more so when 
considered in relation to the wider world, as derealisation manifests visually in a photographers’ practice. 
Here, the so-called ‘death of the author’ is closely linked to depersonalisation, for the ‘alienation of 
personality’ as described by Douglas appears similar in theory to the ‘extinction of personality’ from the 
title quotation. 

In order to fully understand derealisation and depersonalisation, you must first consider Freud’s Id, Ego, 
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Superego, and the elucidation of the Ego Death. The Id, according to Freud, refers to the instinctual 
capabilities we all are born with. The Ego is our sense of self; our recognition of being someone and 
existing as an ‘I’ whilst working simultaneously with the Id. The Superego is our sense of something 
Other, “what many would call ‘God’, ‘conscience’ or ‘morality” (Anderson, 2017). Freud’s ‘ego death’ 
relates to the action of metaphorically ‘separating’ yourself from the ego, supposedly allowing freedom 
from the ‘constraints’ of the self (such as negative emotions like hatred)- allowing one to experience ‘life 
in the moment’ instead of dwelling on right and wrong, past or future. Depersonalisation, although similar 
in the basic notion of ‘loss of self’, seems to be an experience far from the ‘enlightening’ descriptions 
of its cousin The Ego Death. As described in Jean-Paul Sartre’s 1938 novel Nausea (a ‘landmark in 
existential fiction’) “existence is not something which lets itself be thought of from a distance; it must 
invade you suddenly, master you, weigh heavily on your heart like a great motionless beast — or else 
there is nothing at all”, suggesting that, through loosing all sense of self, you metaphorically cease to 
exist as you grow further toward the ‘nothing’; a feeling that couldn’t be further from the enlightenment 
described in Timothy Leary’s 1964 book The Psychedelic Experience: 

“That which is called ego−death is coming to you. 
Remember: 
This is now the hour of death and rebirth; 
Take advantage of this temporary death to obtain the perfect state Enlightenment.” 

Despite my argument for the undesirable effects of the departure of the self, I have come across one 
singular positive depiction of dissociative states. It has been stated that “(dissociation) can have positive 
uses such as tuning out boring conversations, aiding in pain control by distancing oneself from the 
source of pain, (and) fostering creativity through fantasising and musing…” (Braud, 2000). This quotation 
supports the theory that, although not a pleasant experience, the loss of the self may not always be 
violent, and can even be a functional and creative tool (as discussed later in this thesis). I believe that 
there is often a certain calmness in the slow-burning eradication of the self. The ability to panic seems 
to slip concurrently with sadness and worry. Instead you grow to feel nothing, which may not always be 
such a bad thing-especially in cases of extreme mental pain. 

Little is known about the onset of depersonalisation and derealisation, and the disorders are surprisingly 
under researched, with around 6.4 million reported cases in the U.S and 1.3 million cases in Britain. 
Although the condition can reveal itself at any age, signs of the disorder often begin to show in 
childhood. Depersonalisation is reported most prevalent in up to 66% of trauma survivors, 30% of 
war veterans and as many as 79% of people who struggle with acute stress. Much as with Ego Death, 
the condition can occur after extreme substance misuse. Derealisation and depersonalisation are 
also closely associated with other mental illnesses (such as depression and anxiety), so it is often a 
challenging disorder to treat or cure-only further complicated through the uniqueness of each individual 
case. Standard treatment as of 2020 appears to be psychotherapy, such as psychodynamic and 
cognitive behaviour therapy, with any treatment aiming to aid the dissociative disorder and any other 
concurrent mental illnesses the patient may have. In recent years, it appears that many philosophers 
have begun to question the reality of the self in relation to the condition, “suggesting that it’s little 
more than an ‘illusion’ that our brain creates in order to keep us alive in a constantly changing world” 
(Ciaunica, 2018). This is arguably a dangerous statement, as it undermines depersonalisation disorder 
with the loss of the ‘illusional self’, something far from the frighteningly detached reality of the condition. 
As stated by Ciaunica, “If depersonalisation is a misfiring of some psychological coping mechanism, why 
is living with the condition so unbearable?” (Ibid). In simple terms, if depersonalisation is just an imagined 
mental reflex to traumatic or worrying events, then why do sufferers report an inescapable numbness and 
crushing detachment from the world around them? I believe it is much more than a loss of an ‘illusional 
self’, something explored through the subtextual backbone of this thesis.

Representation of the Self Within Photographic Practice 

The public and the private self are constantly evolving and merging, with hundreds of different versions 
of the self existing simultaneously. The idea that “(there are many) motivational facets of the self: 
public, private and collective…” (Breckler and Greenwald, 1986) is interesting, as we consciously (and 
unconsciously) chop and change between versions of ourselves situationally and circumstantially in order 
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to find our place in the world, or where we believe we should be. Do we really even know ourselves when 
there are so many versions living concurrently? 

With dissociative conditions, “a subject’s history splits” says Catherine Malabou in her 2012 essay 
The Ontology of the Accident, “and an unprecedented persona comes to live with the former person-
an unrecognisable persona whose present comes from no past and whose future harbours nothing to 
come”. This citation is relevant to many portrait artists’ practice (seen in the following case studies), 
with the ability to transform themselves or others into an “unrecognisable persona” smartly utilised 
by photographers in order to present the viewer with a convincing alternate persona; something also 
relevant to depersonalisation itself, as the construction of an exaggerated identity often acts as a guise 
for the reality of the empty self. With this in mind, portrait photography is arguably either an attempt 
to capture our true self (in self portraiture), an attempt to capture the true essence of another human 
being, or to present the viewer with a believable substitute of truth-often through use of a convincing 
alternate identity. Elliot Erwitt stated that “to me, photography is an art of observation” (1988) yet one 
must question how the photographer can truthfully capture what he observes through his lens, when 
the self is so incredibly multifaceted that the model herself cannot fully grasp her own disposition? To 
capture the true essence of a thing through photography, one must first fully understand the depths and 
facets of the thing-and even then, the image is not entirely truthful-as it is but a version of reality, for we 
cannot reach out and touch, use or interact with the object rendered in the photograph, as it is but a 
snapshot of actuality. There also appear to be questions of honesty in relation to the artist, as “we must 
depend on the integrity of the communicator while still maintaining a healthy dose of skepticism, so 
as not to be erroneously persuaded” (Mullen, 1998). No image can be taken as truth based on surface 
value (the saying ‘do not judge a book by it’s cover’ comes to mind), as we must retain our skepticism-
even when studying a self portrait. As with dissociative disorders, the representation of the self within 
photography can become murky and twisted, even distorted in its representation. Jocelyn Allen’s 2011 
work National Statistic (Figure One) is a brilliant example of the depleting self in portrait photography, as 
the photographer begins by presenting photographer begins by presenting 
 

 

Figure One: Jocelyn Allen

10 passport style self portraits (six of which are seen in my image reference). As the work progresses, 
the portraits begin to blear and blur until we are left with an entirely blank canvas-with only the remnants 
of a 4 piece grid remaining to remind us that an image was once there. National Statistic “represents 
a journey through unemployment. (Allen’s) face is gradually taken out of focus, causing me to lose my 
identity, become faceless…”(Allen, 2011), with the gradual evolution towards the ‘faceless’ final product 
(and the blurry process we are also presented with) reminding me of the feelings said to emerge during a 
depersonalisation or derealisation episode. 

Allen’s work has been said to focus on “defining problems of selfhood in the modern era” (Phasey, 
2019), so it is of little wonder that the exhaustion of the self is of interest as the artist becomes ‘identity-
less’ through her repetition of a single self portrait. This repetition reminds me strongly of Andy Warhol’s 
infamous 1962 work Marylin Monroe’s (Figure Two), as the mechanical repetition of the portrait creates 
a sense of subjective derealisation, as any sense of personality or individuality concerning the subject 
beneath the repetitive image is denied, ultimately making for a depersonalisation of Monroe through 
purposefully mechanical, monotonous portraiture. Much as with Allen’s National Statistic, Warhol’s 
Marylin Monroes holds an obsession with the repetition of the face-so much that the features disappear 
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altogether-with Allen and Warhol’s work differing as Allen removes her portrait with every installation, 
while Warhol continues to repeat an unchanging image. Warhol himself stated that “I am still haunted 
by the idea of looking into the mirror and seeing no one, nothing” (1975), possibly suggesting that the 
artist’s obsession with unvaried and consistent portraiture may have been rooted in an underlying fear of 
loosing perception of his own self. 

Figure Two: Andy Warhol 

The ‘distorted’ self is also evident in Cindy Sherman’s self portraiture, if one can even define her 
practice in such simple terms. Throughout her 30 years in the photographic field, Sherman has explored 
countless versions of herself-yet, she would be almost unrecognisable in passing on the street; for she 
is everyone and she is no-one concomitantly. “She’s a Hitchcock heroine” says Hattenstone for The 
Guardian, “a busty Monroe, an abuse victim, a terrified centrefold…and we’ve barely started” (2011). 
Take Sherman’s first work, Untitled Film Stills (1977-80) for example: through the expanse of 69 individual 
photographs, Sherman masterfully manages to portray a different character within each shot; every 
image showcasing her ability to “exaggerate and illuminate the archetypes that are all around us, so 
familiar as to go almost unnoticed” (O’Hagan, 2019).
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Figure Three: Cindy Sherman

There is no image that represents her true self, as the audience is presented only with her carefully 
created and acted persona. Figure Three, aptly named Untitled Film Still #16, sees Sherman under the 
guise of a Femme Fatale-a trope she often falls back on; systematically undermining the male gaze 
through her careful construction of feminine characterisation, performing not for male viewing pleasure, 
but as an experimentation into the depths of her personhood; exploring a heightened awareness of her 
ever changing self. 

The link between depersonalisation and Sherman’s practice is obvious as the alienation of the self 
so prevalent in her work has a clear connection to the loss of self classically seen in dissociative 
disorders, with Rubinstein supporting this stating “her photographs intend to reproduce the existential 
experience of non-being” (2018). Even the titling of Untitled Film Stills has purpose when considering 
depersonalisation, as this could be seen as Sherman further distancing herself from the images she 
has created, as well as from her characters refusing to insert any sense of herself into the images, 
even in post production. The argument that “personalities represent topographical subdivisions of 
behaviour” (Skinner, 1953) is entirely true to Sherman’s work as each different characterisation represents 
a different behaviour or tendency-be that an overtly sexual Femme Fatale, or a terrified damsel in 
distress. Ultimately, it is depersonalisation that is the key to Sherman’s practice-as the skill to entirely 
remove oneself from a self portrait requires a similar depletion to the reduction of selfhood common in 
depersonalisation. Here, Sherman aligns with the title quotation of this thesis (reading “the progress of an 
artist is a continual self sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality”, Eliot 1919) for her practice relies 
entirely on the ‘extinction of personality’ to create room for her multiple, carefully crafted personas. 

The art of ‘identity morphing’ through characterised portraiture is not a methodology used by Sherman 
alone (although, she is arguably a pioneer of the ‘selfless’ self portrait), with the distorted self evident in 
contemporary photographer Nikki S. Lee’s work; often described as ”fake documentary” (Sheng, 2020). 
Although questions have arisen regarding Lee’s controversial appropriation of cultures and ethnicities, 
her images are still applicable considering the aforementioned ‘extinction of the self’ that is crucial to 
artistic progress, according to T.S Eliot. Much as with Sherman’s self portraits, Lee’s work also entails 
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an abundance of different personas moulded by the artist-differing to Sherman’s practice however 
through Lee’s close involvement with numerous ethnic, cultural and social groups in order to build her 
characterisation. Born in Korea, Lee describes identity within Asian culture as “determined more by the 
relationships one has with other people, rather than fixed traits that confine a person to one identity or 
clique” (Allison, 2009). This ideology is clearly presented throughout her work, apparent in her ‘ability’ to 
“assimilate herself into different ethnic, sexual, socioeconomic, and age groups…making us question the 
p e r m a n e n c y o f o u r identities when viewed in different social and cultural contexts” (ibid).

Figure Four: Nikki S. Lee

Figure Four is an example from Lee’s extensive work Projects (1997-2000), with this image falling under 
the section titled The Hispanic Project (1998). Through attempting to integrate herself (in this example) 
into the Latino community in New York, Lee attempts to adapt and procure her identity based upon the 
characteristics of her chosen group. After an attempt at assimilation, Lee will ask a passersby to take a 
snapshot of herself alongside the group she has worked with, attempting to seamlessly camouflage into 
the image. In the example of Figure Four, Lee poses with a young woman from the Latina community. 
Both women seem at ease, portraying relaxed poses and appearing comfortable and natural in their 
close proximity-so much that at first glance, you may even consider them close friends. Through 
adapting similar mannerisms and style to those she is studying, Lee attempts to neatly disappear into 
the image. “Her work is an inquiry into parts of herself she has yet to uncover” (Ibid), an interesting 
take on Lee’s work considering her extensive characterisation and research in order to blend with each 
separate group. In regard to dissociative tendencies, Lee’s work presents us with similar questions of 
identity to Sherman. Much as with Untitled Film Stills, The Hispanic Project raises an inquiry into the 
depths of personality. Like Sherman, Lee uses imitation to “call into question notions where identity is 
seen ‘as a unitary thing, ideally expressed through the manifestation of a single, authentic persona no 
matter what the context” (Martin, 2001). Somewhere between socio-documentary photography and self 
portraiture, Lee’s use of identity and it’s apparent temporal nature is controversial in her appropriation of 
minority groups, yet successful in presenting the transitory nature of the self. As with Sherman’s work, 
arguably there is no sense of Lee’s ‘true’ self in the images she produces, regardless of her physical 
presence in each photograph-as she modifies her sense of self situationally in order to create convincing 
characterisation. Lee’s extinction of self is a continuous cycle that her work depends upon heavily, as her 
images rely on delineation and faked authenticity.

The Extinction of the Self and Artistic Expression 

There are fields within photography in which the effects of depersonalisation can be ‘utilised’ in order to 
create work within hostile or ‘boring’ environments. With photojournalism and conflict photography, there 
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is an aspect of depersonalisation (combined with derealisation) evident in professional performance and 
photographic practice. As Baudrillard agues, “the fragmented, instantaneous, discontinuous world of the 
image, creates another scene, a self-evidence belonging to the order of illusion” (1999), supporting the 
idea that photography is not a methodology of truth-but rather, a way of presenting an artistic view upon 
a scenario or event. Luc Delahaye’s war photography is of interest here, as his tableau images of 
devastation in the Middle East are often controversially presented as art, even displayed in galleries such 
as the Tate and Ricco/Maresca Gallery. Delahaye himself states that “the real is transformed in recording” 
(2018), and I feel that this (along with a depersonalised or distanced stance on the scene before him) is 
key to his practice. Take Figure Five for example, displaying a cityscape that appears as almost a 
mises-en-scene, obviously taken in a war stricken environment due to the dishevelled building on the left 
of the image, and the large plume of smoke appearing from the building on the right. In order to work in 
such hostile environments (and be unaffected, whilst carefully framing the image) one can presume 
Delahaye has an ability to remove 

Figure Five: Luc Delahaye

himself from the scene, whilst simultaneously becoming a part of the environment surrounding him. His 
images require a mental distance from the horrors of the situation, all in the name of photojournalism. 
As Baudrillard said, “only the inhuman is photogenic” (1999), something I believe is particularly true 
to Delahaye’s practice through his photographing of ‘inhumane’ and extraordinary situations. Here, it 
could be argued that there is an aspect of control in Delahaye’s subjective depersonalisation, similar 
to ego death in a sense of removing oneself from one’s surroundings purposefully in order to reach 
an ‘enlightened state’ (which in Delehaye’s case, allows a freedom to create work without the Ego’s 
constraints and fears). Ultimately, Delahaye’s work requires a metaphorical removal or distance from 
one’s Ego, allowing a performative dissociation in order to capture beautiful images in lamentable, 
devastating scenarios. 
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Figure Six: Marina Abramovic

Marina Abramovic’s latter works are also of interest when considering depersonalisation within art-as 
in a similar fashion to Delahaye, her work r e q u i r e s a c e r t a i n distance from the scene in order 
to allow her work to take place. In her 2010 work The Artist is Present (Figure Six), Abramovic uses 
herself as a device to elicit emotion from her audience. In this work, Abramovic invites the audience 
to take a seat at her table (quite literally) facing the artist wordlessly. “Nobody could imagine…that 
anybody would take time to sit and just engage in mutual gaze with me,” said Abramovic of her work, 
“It was a complete surprise…this enormous need of humans to actually have contact” (2010). Here, I 
feel that depersonalisation and a distance from the self is evident in both Abramovic’s position (as the 
performer) and from the audience themselves-choosing to sit wordlessly with the artist for a prolonged 
period of time, often causing a highly emotive response on the audience’s part. In order to sit silently still 
for an extended period of time, Abramovic doubtlessly had to distance herself from her performance; 
wordlessly communicating with her audience through the complex art of placidity. Abromavic has stated 
that she is ultimately “interested in how far you can push the energy of the human body, how far you 
can go, and then see that, actually, our energy is almost limitless. It’s not about the body, it’s about the 
mind, (which) pushes you to the extremes that you never could imagine” (Ibid). This interest in the mind 
is evident in The Artist is Present, and is interesting when thinking of dissociative disorders and their 
relationship with the creative industry with T.S Eliot’s ‘extinction of personality’ reading with relevance 
to Abramovic’s practice through her literal elimination of personality in wordless exchange with her 
audience; her silent ‘extinction’ of the self proving an effective tool to elicit emotion from the audience, 
who may believe they know her after their exchange; something that is truly an impossibility through her 
stillness and silence. 

In a sense, one could describe The Artist is Present as a dissociative work-with Abramovic’s dissipation 
of the self allowing the audience to project their own thoughts, fears and perceptions onto the artist-
which is what I presume caused so many participants to become emotional. Abramovic merely presents 
herself as a blank canvas, onto which the audience paints pre perceived expectations and consequential 
emotions; projecting their own thoughts and emotions onto the soundless woman sat opposite, acting 
almost as a mirror through her silence. Interestingly, I can’t help but wonder wether the audience’s 
response would have differed had Abramovic been male-would sitting opposite a man have elicited 
a different response to the performance? Would there have been tears as there were for Abramovic? 
In a sense, Abramovic’s use of dissociation (similar in a sense to Delahaye) appears productive-with 
controlled dissociation used as an artistic tool in order to create emotional, sometimes traumatic works 
without any harm to the artists themselves. 
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One cannot discuss depersonalisation and the disappearance of the self (especially in relation to 
performance art), without mention of conceptual and performance artist Bas Jan Ader. Ader’s work and 
life are simultaneously important to this thesis, as all of his work involves the act of letting all control of 
the self loose. In a sense, Ader’s ‘dissolved’ ego allows purely conceptual and unquestionably sensitive 
work, often darkly satirical in its nature. As a performance artist, Ader’s works almost always feature the 
artist at risk-as seen in Arder’s 1971 film Broken Fall (organic), Amsterdamse Bos, Holland, in which the 
artist precariously dangles from a tree branch way above a 

Figure Seven: Bas Jan Ader 

stream (Figure Seven), only to fall into the water after roughly two minutes has passed. It is obvious 
that, even to some degree, Ader must surrender himself self to his craft as the continual risk presented 
throughout his work undoubtedly requires a disconnect from the self, and any pain that may result from 
his performance-using himself as an object to manipulate a scene: “characterised by an openness 
inviting the possibility of a (postmodern) sublime experience” (Brasser, 2010) in the act of an uncontrolled 
fall; passive in regard for his safety, as the situation presents itself (at least in Broken Fall (organic)) 
where the artist has no option but to let go and allow, as Ader stated himself, “gravity (to make itself a) 
master over him” (Ibid). According to Brasser, “Lyotard uses the term passibility for this state of mind, 
which is a combination of possibility and a passive mental state” (ibid), relating directly to dissociative 
disorders as passivity appears to allow for an absence of pain (as well as an absence of everything, as 
felt during depersonalisation). This so called passivity allows the artist endless possibilities within his 
practice, (although often endangering his life in the process, something evident in at least Delahaye 
and Jan Ader’s work). Although there are no reports of Ader himself having any form of dissociative 
disorder, his work repeatedly focusses on a surrender of the self to a greater force (in Arder’s case, 
gravity) something arguably comparative to the experience of Ego Death through which visualisation 
of the self allows the self to de-become. Although Ader’s work predates Sherman’s practice, there are 
certain similarities between the artists’ works-seen through an acquiescence when considering identity 
through performance (as, much with Ader’s methodology, Sherman’s work relies on a sacrifice of her true 
disposition to allow her characterisation credibility; as I believe she is also a performance artist, at the 
core of her practice). 
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Ader’s final, fateful work was titled In Search of the Miraculous (1975). After walking through Los Angeles, 
Ader took off from Cape Cod on the 9th July 1975 in a 12 foot, 6 inch sailing boat-projecting a 67 day 
journey to England-his final destination. Instead, his boat was found the following April off the coast 
of Ireland, with no sign of its cargo. In a strange sense, Van Ader’s disappearance mirrors the artist’s 
eventful career-as an actor in life, so an actor in death. Many initially presumed his disappearance was 
a hoax, created by the artist to continue the mysticism he carried through his life and art. Instead, I 
think one can presume he met an untimely end at the hands of the sea-no man is invincible, even a 
performance artist with extensive experience in dangerous stunts. Van Ader’s disappearance (much 
like his work itself) is of relevance to the extinction of the self, as In Search of the Miraculous arguably 
represents the ultimate demise of personhood. Ader knew he would be at risk of death, yet ignored 
rationality for the sake of art; with “the romantic desire for transcendence” (ibid) presented through the 
ultimate self sacrifice, the ultimate ‘extinction’. In relation to the total extinction of personality, I believe 
that nobody has truly accomplished this feat quite like Van Ader, with a complete elimination of self 
unquestionably evident in his final, fatal work.

Surveillance and The Self 

Social media’s influence on the ideological self cannot be overlooked, with sites such as Instagram and 
Facebook continuing to consume (and be consumed by) the general public at an ever increasing rate. 
According to Goffman, “the self, then, as a performed character, is not an organic thing that has specific 
location…(the individual and his body) merely provide the peg on which something of collaborative 
manufacture will be hung for a time” (1959). This theory is evident within all forms of social media, as 
each site provides only a mere fraction of the self presented to the ‘audience’, meaning that anything 
published online should not be taken as truth, but as a large performative work showcasing false or 
altered versions of the self through images, and portraying a refined and gentrified life with “public life 
as a performance instead of a participation exercise” (Buchanan, 2018). Goffman also states that “the 
actors in the interaction” (which, in the case of this thesis, happens on social networking platforms) “are 
able to choose their own stage, props and costume for specific audiences” (ibid), proving Shakespeare’s 
“All The World’s a Stage” (1603) to ring truer than ever in the modern age; hungrily consuming 
others’ carefully constructed realities as we continue to construct our own. Although this behaviour is 
commonplace (I myself am definitely guilty), it has the potential to be damaging as the line between the 
real and the fake continues towards erasion. “Our creation of ourselves is vulnerable to the portrayal 
and interpretation of us by others” states Madison Ganda (2014), with the influence of social media 
causing the individual to “perform a role for the Other as a way to portray a certain personality or ideal 
self” (Goffman, 1959) suggesting that nobody is really as they appear online; with our uploaded content 
and presentation of ourselves heavily influenced by the input of spectators of our online profiles. Does 
this mean that the average person is equipped with an ability to shift between characters; faceless in 
representation despite the oversharing of images online? If so, we all possess a similar ability to Sherman 
and Lee in our shapeshifting-as we construct, deconstruct and construct ourselves repeatedly for our 
‘audience’ to consume. 

The spectator has no ground to know and understand the self, as our online personality is ultimately a 
facade of ideality. The more we construct our online persona, the further we drift from our genuine self; 
individuality merges into the collective as we mirror the traits of those we follow online. The digital space 
is also interesting when considering Lacan’s concept of The Other, in which ‘cyberspace’ becomes a 
place from which “we do not see The Other in all of his or her traumatic (and horrifying) intensity, but 
in our fantasising as to who we see them to be (…in relation to ‘the big Other’)” (Žižek, 2006). Who we 
are when nobodies watching is the ultimate test of character, as it is very uncommon in the digital age 
that we are ever truly alone-with the progress of our self made ‘brand’ identity in constant flux relying on 
the sacrifice of our true sense of self as we adapt to what our audience (or what we think our audience) 
wants from us. We will never see ourselves as we truly exist, as we will never be able to step back and 
see ourselves without judgement. The surveillance of the self never truly stops, as Lacan states “the 
transformation which happens for someone…he adopts an image” (1949), which takes place during the 
Mirror Phase of Lacan’s Ego formation, as we are crafted by those around us as much as by ourselves. 
Could it be argued then, that the self is truly just a social concept? If this is the case, then the self 
could be a commodity of sorts as we continually find identification through self-branding and self sale, 
especially via social platforms. “The need for socially-derived identity criteria and the social recognition 
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of others is in principle denied. We are selves in dialogue, both internalised and in direct conversation, 
with others” (Davis, 2003). 

Not only is online surveillance increasing rapidly, but surveillance outside the online world also forms a 
growing concern for many. As of 2020, almost every corner of every building is covered by a surveillance 
footage camera; every quiet town covered by a local Neighbourhood Watch scheme-meaning we are 
always seen, regardless of wether we are aware of the ‘eyes’ watching us, or not. According to Michael 
Foucault, surveillance can be seen within “the very foundations of society” (1975); it is inescapable, and 
it is everywhere. The relevance of surveillance to the self may appear unclear at first, but an awareness 
of ‘being watched’ seems to create a certain degree of self awareness, diminishing the individual to an 
“object of information” (Ibid) through an unconscious manipulation of social conduct and behaviour. 
Much as we are watched online, we too are watched outside of the world of the digital. The difference 
lies, however, in our conscious desire to be seen online, versus the involuntary monitoring we are subject 
to on the street, supporting the idea that “the individual’s knowledge of their own visibility m a y i n v o 
k e s e l f-s u r v e i l l a n c e a n d r e g u l a t i o n o f o n e ’s behaviour” (Redman, 2014). In this sense, 
it can be argued that self surveillance never truly disengages-as an awareness of behaviour outside 
of social media is merely carried into our lives online, where we are highly scrutinised and surveyed 
through our social content just as we are observed on the street. As Berlant states, “(Every) moment of 
everyday life is now an audition for citizenship, with every potential ‘passer-by a culprit.’ In the security 
state, no one knows when the citizen’s audition for citizenship is happening, through what channels, and 
according to what standards” (2011). Describing one’s societally public experience as an audition is a 
brilliant way to phrase the effect of the constant surveillance we appear persistently subject to; reminding 
me of Eliot’s extinction of personality, as our involuntary ‘auditions’ in the public space in my mind 
meaning the true self is irrelevant, and a performance is far preferable. 

Figure Eight: Jill Magid

A n e x a m p l e o f a photographer working with surveillance and the self is Jilll Magid, with her 2004 
work Evidence Locker. Focussing on citywide v i d e o s u r v e i l l a n c e i n Liverpool, Magid creates 
a series of ‘self portraits’ through the lens of CCTV cameras, with footage obtained from the local 
Police. Figure Eight is an example from this work, featuring Magid (instantly identifiable in a red trench-
coat) within a large crowd of people. Romantic in essence, Magid acquired the staged footage through 
composing 31 love letters to Liverpool’s Citywatch in a strange mix of romanticised reality and simulated 
situations, with the artist stating that-instead of fuelling a privacy breach, “this technology offers me a 
way to place myself, to become visible (and potentially permanent) within the city, through a medium 
bigger than myself” (2004). Surveillance cameras (and those behind the lens) are always watching, 
and always judging-wether or not we are consciously aware: something only proven through Evidence 
Locker, utilised for artistic use by Magid as “the presence of so many cameras turned the city into a 
movie set with 242 cameramen” (Ibid). 
In regards to the self (and any distortion or elimination of the self surveillance may fuel) it is arguable that 
it is not so much personal privacy one should be concerned with, but rather the “identity consequences 
of surveillance” (Stuart and Levine, 2017) that consistent observation may entail. Much like Magid, we 
are all actors in the public space as we monitor and adapt our behaviour to fit the social norm. The 
public self (much like our virtual self) is arguably a constructed ideal although in this scenario, crafted 
partially by the state rather than entirely by ourselves, for ourselves. In this sense, it appears we may 
never be fully able to see ourselves as we truly are-even with constant surveillance-as we continually 
construct, deconstruct and construct ourselves again-depending on social situation and circumstance. 
The extinction of personality is unnecessary when considering Surveillance, as we are already rendered 
all but empty through our socially constructed personas in order for acceptance into the world around 
us. Ironically, this is the same world that relies on individuality to function. function. Our whole existence 
is, arguably, a large metaphorical oxymoron. 

Conclusion 

During research for this thesis, I have started to question the link between depersonalisation and the 
negatively perceived disorder of narcissism. At first I presumed that medical narcissism was the polar 
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opposite of depersonalisation (as lacking a true sense of self is the opposite of a grand, idealistic 
presentation of one’s character), yet the deeper into studies of Freud’s Ego; the more I have noticed 
some striking similarities evident in the lack of self awareness seemingly present within dissociative 
disorders and narcissistic tendency. According to A. H. Almaas, “in narcissism, the experience of the self 
is disconnected from its core, from the depths of what it is. It is estranged from its true nature, exiled 
from its primordial home” (2000). This description of narcissistic tendency shows distinct resemblance 
to the description of depersonalisation I first read, described as “a persistent or recurrent feeling of 
detachment or estrangement from one’s self” (Simeon, 2021). Although they are still two vastly different 
conditions (with narcissists often displaying classically ‘unappealing’ traits, such as self-idealisation, 
excessive entitlement and a preoccupation with superiority; compared with the emotional and physical 
numbness reported with depersonalised patients), one cannot ignore the glaring parallelism of the 
distorted sense of self at the heart of both conditions. As with depersonalisation, “the specific and most 
central manifestation of the disconnection from the essential core of the self, the Presence of being, 
underlies all forms of narcissism” (Ibid), with this disconnect either feeding the narcissist’s extraversion 
(or in some rare cases, the narcissist’s introversion). There is a common misconception that all with the 
condition are overtly self-centred and empathy lacking, and whilst this might be true for most cases, 
narcissism can also take the form of “vulnerability-sensitivity, which is associated with introversion, 
defensiveness, and anxiety” (Wink, 1991); again posing a likeness to the symptoms of those suffering 
from dissociative disorders. My argument here, is that I believe depersonalisation and narcissism 
are closely interlinked-as both conditions can cause “discrepancy between self-awareness and the 
perception of others” (Tominschek & Zäuner, 2012)-with the desire to be truly seen (and see oneself as 
one really is) at the core of both the narcissistic and depersonalised individual, despite the detachment 
from the world one may feel with either disorder. Truly, I believe there is no opposite to depersonalisation-
as the dissociated self appears to be an underlying experience for most mental health conditions, 
including anxiety, depression and, as explained here, narcissism. 

The narcissist rarely surveys himself, yet the world around him appears (at least to him) to be in constant 
surveillance of his being-creating a false sense of importance. As discussed previously with relation to 
surveillance and the self, the narcissist may not be entirely wrong in their ‘deluded’ sense of importance-
as we are all being surveyed, be that through CCTV or societal means like the Neighbourhood Watch, or 
on a larger online scale through our virtual audience. The depersonalised individual is similar in regard to 
surveillance of the self, yet differing in the effects of said scrutiny evident in a deflated sense of identity 
rather than the inflated Ego often found within narcissism. Despite this, to see and be seen is at the core 
of every individual’s needs-narcissist, depersonalised or not; we all require an extent of recognition in 
order to keep moving forward (some just appear to crave outward praise more than others), something 
that I believe is not a negative thing, but rather a part of the human experience. 

As with narcissism and its ‘uncontrolled’ onset, I have to question wether depersonalisation itself has 
the ability to be controlled, and/or used to one’s (artistic) benefit-as T.S Eliot suggested. As previously 
discussed, the disposal of the self may allow room for artistic expression and advantage (especially 
within performance), making me believe that ultimately depersonalisation may not always be as negative 
a disorder as previously thought, and can actually be useful in some scenarios. Ultimately, to not 
understand or know oneself fully seems to allow for exploration into the limits of the mind, in relation to 
identity and human emotion (as exemplified in Abramovic’s aforementioned work The Artist is Present, 
or through Cindy Sherman’s ‘selfless’ self portraits). I can’t help but wonder wether many practice a 
voluntary form derealisation and depersonalisation in order to perform certain tasks, used as almost 
a meditative method of transcending normal consciousness similar to the process of Ego Death. On 
the many forums I surveyed in order to gain insight into the topics displayed in this thesis, many users 
claimed to have been able to ‘voluntarily derealise’ as children, and consequently often appeared to 
struggle to come back to ‘reality’ after experiencing the condition as adults. One thing repeated in these 
‘confessionals’ seems to be the ability to enforce depersonalisation (and derealisation) at an early age, 
merely by telling oneself that nothing is real. One user states that “all I had to do was start thinking 
about my life, and how I didn’t choose any of it, and how I only had one and I was sort of trapped in 
it…At this point I would feel a sense of detachment from reality and myself. It felt hard to believe that 
this was really reality, and I was really myself. I would think ‘this can’t be real’, ‘it doesn’t make sense’, 
‘I can’t really be this person” (Fitchett, 2014). As children, we are conditioned to think and behave in 
certain ways by our parents, and as adults we must find our own footing and recondition ourselves to 
survive without said parental guidance. I wonder whether it is from this reconditioning that dissociative 
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disorders emerge and/or worsen if these tendencies and traits exist throughout our formative years. In 
this case, many appear to lack a concrete sense of self, and carried into adulthood this can manifest as 
a dissociative disorder without specialist treatment. The voluntary nature of depersonalisation reported 
as children appears to become further and further involuntary in nature as the child matures, loosing the 
ability to control feelings of derealisation as the world around them becomes more intense, and the care 
previously provided by parental figures slowly dissipates as we learn to care for ourselves. Nobody is 
born a narcissist, or born with depersonalised tendencies-as with many other disorders such as anxiety 
or depression, these things often come into effect and heighten in severity throughout adult life, caused 
by the trials and tribulations that we face as adults daily. That being said, many appear to turn to art as a 
form of therapy-using the depersonalisation as a base to create in an attempt to remedy the disorder. In 
this case, the artist doesn’t rely on T.S Eliot’s ’extinction’ of personality to create work, but instead uses 
this extinction as momentum to begin creating in an attempt to ease depersonalisation’s effects and 
regain a sense of self. 

Arguably, derealisation and depersonalisation make room for increased artistic expression. A loss of 
the self appears to not always be a negative, especially in the art world-however, it can be dangerous 
as one looses regard for one’s own wellbeing (as you feel as if you do not really exist)-a vicious streak 
for those with dangerous tendencies, such as with Bas Jan Ader and his life threatening performances. 
It has however proven extremely useful in poetry, literature and photography (especially in self 
portraiture), evident in work by the likes of Cindy Sherman and Jocelyn Allen. Depersonalisation is 
found everywhere in the modern world, and caused by many things. Instagram and the rise of social 
media even encourages the disorder’s onset (to an extent), as impressionable teenagers and young 
adults become more and more invested with their online lives. Surveillance itself is not a depersonalised 
event, however through surveillance of our selves (and the extended Public world, where one is never 
not being watched and one is never not watching others) allows for little to no privacy or time to reflect-
combined with oversharing online, creating a so called ‘overload’ of information guiding how we believe 
we should behave, or how we appear to any who might be watching (even without undisputed certainty 
that anyone is watching at all). The ‘extinction’ of personality described by T.S Eliot appears to be not 
only relevant to artists, but to all other professions-as the progress of ones life now appears dependant 
on a self sacrifice of sorts, as we work tirelessly to create a life for ourselves in a world with reliance on 
the success of the individual. Ultimately, depersonalisation is an exploration into the ‘otherness’ that 
Barthes speaks of-relating to photographic practice through the medium’s ability to capture this sense of 
‘other’-as described by Baudrillard as encompassing the ability to “overcome the barrier of identity and 
recognition, in order to be able to capture alterity” (1999). Photography and it’s complex relationship with 
depersonalisation is explained perfectly here: as both photography as a medium, and the dissociative 
disorder itself focus on a search for the self-creating then destroying then creating both reality and 
oneself (or one’s model, or one’s surroundings) over and over again in order to arrive at a final, refined 
image of the artist’s creation. We will never really know ourselves, as one cannot ignore the influence of 
shared assumptions and expectations from an ever evolving society. 
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Fig. 1

Abstract: 

Technology, cognition, and our relationship with our bodies.

This essay explores the impacts of new types of technology on our cognition. I will divide my argument 
into three chapters, concentrating on the instances of computational photography, simulated reality, 
and voice assistants. By exploring the portrayal of these technologies in film, as well as their uses in 
our everyday lives, I want to examine the ways in which they extend the capabilities of our cognitive 
processes and shift our relationship with our bodies.

Cognition, according to the Oxford Dictionary, is the process by which knowledge and understanding is 
developed in the mind. This essay, however, bases more on Andy Clark and David Chalmers’ ideas from 
their 1998 essay The Extended Mind. When leaning on the support of external objects to perform mental 
processes (eg. the use of pen and paper to perform complicated multiplication, physically rearranging 
the letter tiles to prompt word recall in Scrabble, the usage of language, books, diagrams, and even 
using one’s fingers to count) some operations are performed by the brain, while others are outsourced to 
the physical objects the body comes into contact with. (p.8) In doing so, the cognitive processes are split 
between the human brain and its physical augmentations which lay outside the body - this is what Clark 
and Chalmers refer to as extended cognition. In this essay, I want to investigate the unique ways in which 
new types of technology impact how we understand the world through the body and its technological 
extensions.

In the first chapter, I will look at photography’s relationship with memory, and how it is being dismantled 
by algorithmic processes used in smartphone photography.
Focusing on the importance of memory and vision in Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner, I will examine the 
film’s fixation with the distinction between human and machine, referring to Jenna Tiitsmann’s essay IF 
ONLY YOU COULD SEE WHAT I’VE SEEN WITH YOUR EYES: Destabilised Spectatorship and Creation’s 
Chaos in Blade Runner. The film’s anxiety about the blurring line between real life and technology 
foresees the changing relationship between human memory and photography, outlined in Olivier Dyens’ 
essay The Sadness of the Machine. These changes become even more evident in the context of 
computational photography techniques used in Google Pixel 3 phone, described by Sy Taffel in Google’s 
lens: Computational Photography and Platform Capitalism.
Using the examples above, I want to show that because of the widespread use of computational 
photography in smartphones, our memory becomes infinite, and yet the objectivity of our memories 
can be contested. Our memories can no longer exist in isolation from technology, forever changing our 
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cognitive processes and our perception of our bodies.

In the second chapter, I will investigate how fantasies of disembodiment and simulated reality affect our 
attitude towards our physical selves.
In the first part, I will analyse the Wachowski sisters’ The Matrix, looking at how the use of 
disembodiment both in its narrative and aesthetics allows the viewers to better understand the 
experiences of trans people. This analysis is largely based on Cáel M. Keegan’s book Lana and Lilly 
Wachowski: Sensing Transgender. I want to look at how the film’s release date coincides with the 
emergence of internet communities, which allowed its users to experiment with their identity away from 
their bodies. Using the film Life 2.0 as an example, I want to show how the disembodied perspective 
provided by the internet allows us to more freely engage with our desires and better understand our 
identity.

In the second part of this chapter, I will examine the reasons behind our obsession with disembodiment, 
specifically looking at Michael Graziano’s ideas about mind uploading, taken from his article What 
happens if your mind lives for ever on the internet?. Based on Mark Cousins’ essay The Ugly, I want to 
suggest that even if immortality is unachievable, the sole idea of escaping our body is enough to bring 
us solace. I want to propose an interpretation of mind uploading as a man-made heaven, and situate this 
idea within the context of humanism and posthumanism, based on N. Katheryn Hayles’ book How We 
Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics. The pervasive interest in 
mind uploading goes to show how the desire to escape one’s bodily existence is, in fact, an intrinsically 
human trait, only accelerated by our relationship with technology.

In the final chapter, I want to investigate how the use of speech in voice assistants such as Amazon 
Alexa, Apple Siri, and Google Home puts a human face on machine learning algorithms, making us feel 
more secure about their impact on our lives. Based on the critical approach to the subject in Lauren 
McCarthy’s project LAUREN, I want to analyse the level of trust surrounding voice assistant devices, 
and link it to their use of the human voice. Looking at how voice helps build trust and an illusion of 
humanness in Thao Phan’s essay The Materiality of the Digital and the Gendered Voice of Siri, as well as 
in the human-machine relationship portrayed in Spike Jonez’s film Her, I want to explore how the use of 
language in voice assistants makes them integrate seamlessly with our cognitive processes, effectively 
crating the perfect environment for data collection.
1. “If only you could see what I’ve seen with your eyes”: Computational Photography and Human 
Memory

As the profile picture of my ex partner shows up on Facebook Messenger yet again, I try to resist the 
temptation to click on it. I find myself a few seconds away from a rabbit hole of memories, all recorded 
and archived with meticulous detail, and conveniently stored on my smartphone. The capabilities of my 
own human body have been augmented with indefinite memory, though at a price of struggling to forget 
the moments I tried to leave in the past.

Having memories of one’s own is one of the distinguishing factors between real and artificial humans in 
science fiction, as seen in Ridley Scott’s 1982 film Blade Runner. The story follows an ex policeman Rick, 
recruited to hunt down and exterminate or ‘retire’ synthetic humans known as replicants. Apart from 
their short 4 year life span, the most significant difference between replicants and humans is their lack 
of memories. Rick’s love interest Rachel happens to be a living experiment: she believes to be human, 
as she was given false memories which originally belonged to someone else, thus transcending the 
boundary between human and non-human.
Much like in the context of Rachel’s existence, the boundaries between human and machine based on 
the presence of one’s own memories grow fuzzy when studied in relation to Olivier Dyens’ 2001 essay 
The Sadness of the Machine. Arguing that memories and emotions are what gives us our essence and 
a universal language through which all humans can feel connected to one another, he also points out 
that because we rely on technology to record our memories, most of them do not originate from our own 
experiences but from recordings of them stored on a machine. Echoing Susan Sontag, Dyens claims 
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that though excessive use of representations, the photograph of an event becomes more important and 
remembered than the event itself. Memory banks, such as archives enable us to permanently freeze 
individual memories and keep them tucked away as part of collective memory, protected from human 
forgetfulness. In spite of his declaration of memories as a universal human language which allows us to 
understand art and emotions, the author also claims that intimate memories can no longer exist without 
a machine record of them, and even our nostalgia for them is only possible through digital records.

Fig. 2

“The hunger to become machine, a fantasy so prevalent today, illustrates a thirst, not to locate, but to 
rediscover memories. Machines control our memories, they own the fundamental materials that shape 
us, and they manage the structures that generate human meaning and perspective. We long for our 
humanity.” (p.79)

The seemingly straightforward way to recognise a replicant in Blade Runner thus becomes much harder 
to define, given that we all outsource our ability to remember the past. Are the memories recorded on 
my phone any more real than these planted inside Rachel’s head? If we both believe that we really did 
experience what happened in the photographs we hold dear (fig.2), even after our recollections of them 
become skewed and imprecise over time, why would my memories make me any more human than her?

One could even argue that photographs taken on a smartphone camera do not represent reality per 
se, but rather an approximation of it. In Duty Free Art: Art in the Age of Planetary Civil War, Hito Steyerl 
notes that smartphone cameras do not have sensors large enough to produce high-quality images. 
Instead, they use algorithms analysing user’s previous photos, as well as those of millions other people, 
in order to manufacture more pixels and an illusion of a sharp, noise-free photograph. A photo taken on 
a smartphone is therefore based partly on memories, and not just a representation of what’s in front of 
the camera. Steyerl calls this computational photography; the process of image making becomes partly 
speculative, where an algorithm is deployed to distinguish between noise and data. (p.31) This process is 
inherently political, and in a larger context, poses a question of who decides what (or who) classifies as 
noise and what as data. This binary can become skewed, supposing that our phones’ behaviours can be 
altered remotely by different organisations. If the noise recognition systems can, in theory, “autopixelate, 
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erase, blur out, stretch or omit bodies”, can we trust our smartphone cameras to be objective when 
used in a political context? (p. 32) And if, as Dyens argues, history is mostly remembered through 
photography, has objective truth been lost in a sea of data and noise?

Sy Taffel uses the Google Pixel 3 phone as a perfect example of computational photography - its 
innovative technology means that while the camera app is open the phone is constantly taking pictures, 
and pressing the record button marks the mid-point of a 15-frame image sequence, which is later 
composited into one photograph. This way, instead of having to synthetically denoise an image, the 
phone can decipher its content from a pool of images, making it not a moment frozen in time, but rather 
an estimate of a situation.

Google Pixel 3 also comes with a Top Shot feature, presenting the user with a theoretically best 
photo, based on its machine learning algorithm. This way, the user’s choice of what memories to store 
becomes augmented with artificial intelligence, making sure only the statistically ‘best’ images are 
to be remembered. (2020, pp.4,5) Other features of the Google Pixel phone, such as portrait mode 
simulating a shallow depth of field, synthetic fill flash, which uses facial recognition to distinguish parts 
of the photograph which should be lightened, skin retouching, or HDR image compositing, could be 
understood as a departure from traditional photography, which, even in its digital form, seems to orbit 
around the analog tradition. But Taffel argues that all of these techniques had been in use before, 
and helped distinguish professional photography from amateur. It is the automation that differentiates 
computational photography from digital one, it takes away the hours of work spent editing images and a 
degree of professional expertise. (p.12)

Computational photography is a simulation, where laborious processes previously used by professional 
photo retouchers are now applied to an image before it even appears on screen. But the sheer volume 
of data needed to train machine learning algorithms means that our phones rely on our input to keep 
evolving - without it, none of the previously mentioned technologies would have the right to exist.

“(…) alongside locational data from the phone, having categorised the places, people and phenomena 
that users are interested in through their everyday photographic practises is a veritable treasure-chest of 
personal data for an advertising platform such as Google; the platform not only learns where you were, 
but also who you were with and what you were doing.” (p.15)

In the 20th century, cameras were conceptualised as extensions of the human eye and memory, as 
extensions of the human photographer. Computational photography disrupts this relationship: it is now 
the photographer that acts as an extension of the camera. (p.15)

The idea that our memories are in fact captured by an artificial eye of our smartphones brings me once 
again to Blade Runner. The underlying anxiety of the movie seems to be the lack of rigid distinction 
between human and non human vision, and the lack of ability to tell what’s real from what’s artificial. 
(Tiitsman, p.43) The film’s fixation with looking and more literally eyes becomes present from the very first 
shot, showing a semi post-apocaliptic skyline of 2019 Los Angeles, and its reflection in an unidentified 
eye (fig. 1). The question of whose perspective we are presented with becomes even harder to answer 
when, after learning about the injustice faced by the replicants, we realise that the main character of the 
story is a blade runner employed to hunt them down. Till the very end, the film keeps it unclear whether 
the story we’re being shown is from a perspective of a human (with real eyes) or a replicant (with artificial 
eyes); the ending seems to hint at the fact that Deckard is a replicant himself, additionally complicating 
the divide between human and non-human vision.

The human eyes in the film are often augmented through the use of microscopes and video devices, 
showing the deficiencies of human vision in a world where the distinction between the real and the 
artificial becomes so hard to spot. On two different occasions, Deckard asks animal owners whether 
their pets are “real”, unable to tell nature from its technological reproduction. In fact, the only way to 
distinguish a human from a replicant is by analysing involuntary pupil dilution, which indicates emotional 
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responses in a “real” human being.

During his search for longevity, replicant Roy Batty meets his maker Eldon Tyrell and subsequently kills 
him by crushing his skull, inserting his thumbs into the man’s eyes. I want to suggest that this patricidal 
act metaphorically brings them to the same level, destroying the only way to visually tell apart their 
humanity.

“The drive to separate the virtual and real also motivates the plot. (…) As the man who determines 
replicants from humans with the sole purpose of killing the replicants, Deckard is the agent through 
which the reality of the “real” is established and through which the real proves both authorship and 
ownership of the virtual.” (p.40)

The chaos depicted in the film stems partly from its visual obsession with repetition - from the world 
‘replicant’, through TV screens, umbrellas, neon lighting and pervasive rain drops. The space between 
real and virtual becomes blurred, undermining the possibility that “the replicant is definitively non-
human or, perhaps more importantly, that the human in non-replicant.” (p.41) The repetition of humanity 
in replicants threatens the integrity of the definition of humanness, as repetitions are never exactly the 
same as what they repeat. Blade Runner depicts an anxiety of not being able to fully trust one’s own 
perception, unable to distinguish the real from the virtual and one’s own vision from that of a machine.

But non-human vision is already prolific in our everyday lives, and our photos used to train machine 
learning algorithms. “If only you could see what I have seen with your eyes” is a quote from Blade 
Runner which served as a title of Katja Novitskova’s exhibition in the Estonian pavilion at the Venice 
Biennale in 2017 (fig. 3). Novitskova’s work deals with computational photography to a great extent; in a 
foreword to a catalogue for one of her exhibitions, she writes:

“The Internet is an invisible given, like roads or trees, and is used to navigate not just information but also 
matter and space. The notion of a survival guide arises as an answer to a basic human need to cope with 
increasing complexity. In the face of death, personal attachment and confusion, one has to feel, interpret 
and index this ocean of signs in order to survive” (2010)

The 2017 exhibition compiles lots of seemingly unrelated objects, which undoubtedly confuse the 
visitors; to an algorithm, the patterns between them might quickly become clear. Novitskova’s work 
is a premonition of a world in which most photographs are taken not for human eyes, but for and by 
machines. Images become data and even if seemingly nonsensical to us, they offer machine learning 
algorithms a way to categorise and make sense of the world. Novitskova’s work seems to be made for a 
machine audience from the future, inviting a speculation on the future of our species. (Zylinska, p.137)

Fig. 3
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In its original context, “if only you could see what I have seen with your eyes” is a quote from Roy Batty 
addressed to a designer of replicant eyes. The designer’s work was finished once the product of his 
labour started to function in its own right; the eyes he created are still in a sense his, although they 
function autonomously and beyond his control. This, to me, sums up the relationship between machine 
vision and its users - algorithms develop using the images we feed to them, but their way of seeing 
remains a mystery to us. Our memories give machines ‘eyes’, yet we cannot comprehend how their 
vision works, only the version of reality they present us with. Computational photographs are perhaps 
already the world viewed through a replicant’s eyes and reported back to us from their perspective. 
Memory and vision are no longer exclusively human traits, but neither can they exist autonomously 
outside of the body - our eyes and memory will always be cognitively expanded by technology. Blade 
Runner’s anxiety about not being able to distinguish the “real” from its imitation may be the price we pay 
for indefinite memory.

***

The times we spent together are now among an array of photographs - 1529 to be specific, and 48 
videos, at least since I restarted my phone in March. 1529 moments I chose to remember. 1529 times I 
tapped on the touch screen to prevent the noisiness of my own memory. 1529 times the algorithm on my 
phone had to sift through the noise to decipher what version of reality I was trying to remember.
Perhaps my prosthetic memory is not so different from that of a replicant, after all.

“There is no spoon”: Disembodiment and Simulated Reality

PART 1: In Search of the Embodied Self

What Dyens describes as the hunger to become machine in order to reclaim one’s humanity is perhaps 
most visible in science fiction’s obsession with disembodiment, the existence of consciousness 
detached from its physical form. In this chapter, I will explore how the fantasy of living independently 
of one’s own body can help us better understand our identity and make us more comfortable with our 
physical selves.

The first instance of disembodiment I want to concentrate on is the Brain in the Vat argument, explored 
by the Wachowskis in their 1999 cult film The Matrix. The thought experiment illustrates the possibility 
that what we consider to be our reality is actually a simulation of a sophisticated computer program, 
fed to our brains which float in a vat filled with liquid (fig.4). The argument makes evident that one 
cannot be certain of anything, because there is no way to prove that one’s consciousness is not simply 
a simulation. In the movie, set in relatively near future, artificial intelligence has taken control over the 
world, keeping humans captive and using them as an energy source. In order for this to happen, human 
beings are connected to the Matrix - a computer simulation of the world before the invention of AI. The 
main character Neo is tracked down by a resistance group and presented with the famous “blue pill or 
red pill” choice, where choosing blue, he would continue to live his normal life and forget their encounter, 
and choosing red, he would be taken out of the matrix and into the real world.
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Fig. 4

The film offers a multiplicity of interpretations, however the one I find especially interesting claims that 
The Matrix is an allegory of the self-realisation of a transgender identity in a cisnormative world - this has 
been suggested by the film’s creators Lana and Lilly Wachowski, who came out as trans in 2012 and 
2016. The symbolism spans the whole movie: it starts with Neo’s sense that something is off with the 
world, a “splinter in his mind” which makes him lead a double life as a hacker at night, looking for “the 
answer to a question”, namely “what is the Matrix?”, followed by a 

“sequence of dysphoria, identity realisation, name change, hormonal therapy, surgery, and social 
reintegration in a “new” gender that is associated with the medically mandated pathway for gender 
transition.” (Keegan, p.53)

The references to a gender transition process within the film are plural and often quite literal: following 
Neo’s awakening from the simulation, his body must be rebuilt with a series of surgeries and he is trained 
to ‘pass’ in the Matrix without detection. The only people who address Neo using his dead name are the 
agents within the Matrix, whose job it is to implement the rules of the simulation - and they do so with 
emphasis on MISTER Anderson - this reflects the dichotomy between a trans person’s identity and their 
identity on paper in the early stages of transitioning.

This reading of the movie is at the base of Cáel M. Keegan’s book Lana and Lilly Wachowski: Sensing 
Transgender, in which he suggests that the way in which technology is used both in creating the movie 
and in its narrative makes it possible for its viewers to understand what it might feel like to experience 
more than one body, or to move through time and space outside the established rules of reality. In the 
movie, science fiction becomes a medium for illustrating more complex ideas, which, isolated from 
the world as we know it, can be explored more freely; It helps portray things which other people don’t 
perceive as real.
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One of the film’s most influential technical achievements is what has become known as bullet time - 
an effect in which cinematic time slows down, while the camera’s movement does not (fig. 5). This is 
achieved by photographing the subject using an array of cameras triggered consecutively, and later 
compositing the images with an animation in which a digital camera follows the same path. The most 
famous example of this is Neo dodging the bullets towards the end of the film; from the point of view 
of other characters, his movements would have been extremely fast, yet from our and his point of view, 
time slowed down. To achieve this slow motion effect in real life, the movement of the camera would 
have had to be impossibly fast - instead, bullet time allows the viewers to experience an expansion 
of what is physically possible, perceiving two times at once, just like Neo does by existing both in 
the Matrix and in the real world. The impact of bullet time brings us the awareness that “the real” is a 
manipulable construct, and allows us to experience other versions of reality. (p.73) It presents us with 
two temporalities, which resonates with the effects of gender transition and its perceived consequence 
of multiple embodiments at once.

Fig. 5

Released in the year 1999, The Matrix marks a time of the emergence of digital technologies, especially 
the Internet and virtual spaces, which connected queer and trans individuals from around the world 
while also allowing for a separation of gender presentation from the physical body. The Internet enabled 
gender experimentation without physically transitioning, disrupting the link between preexisting sexes 
and culturally assigned genders, transforming sex and gender into signs. (p.49)

“‘Transgender’ is thus historically connected to digital innovations in technology - gaming, chat rooms, 
online dating, immersive digital worlds, and cinematic effects like (…) bullet time - that produces new 
temporal and spatial encounters with the gendered body as the plastic effect of coding” (p.49)

Fig. 6
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The emergence of constructed digital identities, untied to physical bodies disrupts our relationship 
with physicality. This is why The Matrix is so timely - released just before the new century, it speaks of 
the relationship between information technology and body politics. If something which exists only as a 
symbol can be as real as a physical object or body, then our online presence permits us to change our 
reality as much as Neo changes his in the matrix. This makes me think of the scene in which a boy in a 
waiting room teaches Neo how to bend a spoon with the power of his mind: he tells him to realise that 
“(…) there is no spoon. Then you’ll see that it is not the spoon that bends, it is only yourself” - in the 
same way, bending one’s own reality while in a virtual environment does not change the physical reality, 
but only makes us realise that what we consider reality, such as the gender binary, is in fact constructed 
(fig. 6). Our disembodied online existence can make us realise that we too, can create our very own 
reality.

Once-popular game Second Life comes to mind, an online simulation of a world in which one can 
create an alter ego. A documentary on the subject entitled Life 2.0 depicts stories of a few involved 
players, whose real lives merge with their second lives, influencing each other to an extent in which their 
identities seem to become a mixture of the two. One of the people portrayed is a grown man whose 
online persona is a young girl; the documentary follows him throughout a large chunk of the six months 
he spent with his juvenile avatar. What becomes clear towards the end of the film, is that his online 
existence is a form of therapy, a way to vicariously work through traumatic childhood experiences in a 
safe environment. What started as a frowned upon decision, the reasons for which subconscious and 
hard to justify, soon became a way to resurface repressed memories and come to terms with trauma. 
The man regained the ownership of his own memories, extending his cognitive capabilities through his 
online existence.

The documentary shows how, for some, Second Life becomes an escape, an opportunity to exist by 
proxy in a virtual realm, where accomplishing a certain social status, acquiring a large friendship group, 
or finding a romantic partner become much easier tasks; all this regardless, or in spite of one’s own 
embodied reality. Together with chats, forums, and other online spaces, Second Life helps us realise that 
our bodies do not have to define who we are - the game helps us explore our own versions of reality, it 
grants its users a fresh perspective on their identity, away from their physical bodies.

PART 2: Toward a posthuman salvation

The second instance of disembodiment I want to look at is mind uploading. It is the idea that in near 
future, one’s consciousness could be transferred to forever live inside a computer, detached from one’s 
physical brain. For now, mind uploading stays within the realm of science fiction, but together with 
pseudo-scientific practices such as cryonics and brain embalming, it sparks the imagination of those 
who dream of fooling death. In his article What happens if your mind lives for ever on the internet?, 
Michael Graziano imagines a future in which copies of real humans live their own, immortal lives 
alongside those of their original, mortal selves. He suggests a geometrical diagram of one’s life: 

“Imagine that your life is like the rising stalk of the letter Y. You’re born at the base, and as you grow up, 
your mind is shaped and changed along a trajectory. Then you let yourself be scanned, and from that 
moment on, the Y has branched. There are now two trajectories, each one equally and legitimately you.” 
(Graziano)

One of these branches is the biological you, still just as mortal as you were before the procedure; the 
other one is your scanned self. You share the same memories up until the day of the scanning, and 
yet your lives will go in completely different directions from this point on. Graziano points out that this 
version of immortality does not save us from death, it only promises a copy of ourselves to exist forever 
(or for as long as forthcoming generations decide to keep the simulation running). So if immortality 
remains impossible even after we have our brains scanned, where does the previously mentioned hunger 
to become machine come from? Perhaps, just like in the instance of experimenting with one’s own 

163



identity in an online environment, the fictitious idea of disembodiment can help us better understand 
our subconscious needs and desires. Regardless of its technological and metaphysical limitations, the 
fantasy of mind uploading presents us with thought-provoking insights into the human psyche.

An interesting perspective on this can be found in Mark Cousins’ essay The Ugly, in which he explains 
a Freudian theory of desire: infants do not experience it so long as all of their needs are met, but there 
always comes a point in which one encounters a lack of satisfaction - this is when desire is born. The 
experience of desire is what fills the void created by the lack of satisfaction, and we deal with it by 
hallucinating what we imagine to be the object that will grant us fulfilment. But this hallucination is merely 
a representational substitute for something which has been lost.

“However much the subject strives to fulfil his [sic] desires, the economy of lack can never be satisfied. 
The lost object cannot be found because it is no longer an object; it is the condition of desire. Caught 
between what is experienced as lost and the illusions of desire, the subject follows the plot of his own 
fiction.” (p.150)

Freud defines reality as an obstacle to desire, because the world around us acts as just that - it 
prevents us from being perpetually satisfied. In this context, the real reasons behind the seductive aura 
of disembodiment become clear: it allows us, at least in theory, to escape the ugly of our existence. 
Disembodiment symbolises the breaking down of the barriers between us and the objects of our desire, 
it promises to remove any obstacles of physical existence from our way. But the desire to become 
machine is more important than the specifics of the process, it is the fantasy of it that really counts.

I want to suggest that disembodiment in the form of mind uploading acts as a man-made substitute 
for religious heaven, it promises a life in another dimension, where our consciousness can exist freely 
without the burden of a body. It is a form of techno-utopia, a dream we can access when experiencing 
lack of satisfaction with our current condition. Both mind uploading and the christian idea of heaven 
promise an indefinite afterlife, a space where one’s diseased family and friends can find relief after a busy 
life. They help us believe that death is not the end of our existence, simultaneously making the though of 
it significantly less daunting.

In the chapter Toward Embodied Reality from her book How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies 
in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics, N. Katherine Hayles suggests that the posthuman vision of 
disembodiment, and more specifically mind uploading, stems from the belief that if information can flow 
freely between the body and its prosthetic extensions, then information, and thus consciousness, can 
become disembodied and exist outside of the limitations of the physical body. (p.2,13) Taking Clark and 
Chalmers’ idea of extended cognition into the realm of science fiction, she claims that:

“the posthuman view thinks of the body as the original prosthesis we all learn to manipulate, so that 
extending or replacing the body with other prostheses becomes a continuation of a process that began 
before we were born. (…) In the posthuman, there are no essential differences or absolute demarcations 
between bodily existence and computer simulation” (p.3)

She goes on to suggest that humanism and posthumanism are in a sense similar, because they both 
identify with the mind which possesses the body, rather than the body as an intrinsic part of one’s self. In 
both instances, the body is an object of control and mastery, and not an inherent part of the subject. (p.5)

While mind uploading still belongs in the sphere of science fiction, the fantasy of it can help us better 
understand the complicated relationship we have with our bodies. We rely heavily on our physical side 
when experiencing the world, and even the use of tools to extend our cognitive capabilities remains 
dependent on our ability to interact with them. The appeal of mind uploading helps us see that the desire 
to escape one’s body is an intrinsically human trait, only accelerated by the development of new types 
of technology. The hunger to become machine manifests itself in trying to fill the void of satisfaction with 
the hallucination of a disembodied utopia; mind uploading is a (post)humanist idea of a self-granted 
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salvation. 

“Are you Amazon? Are you Jeff Bezos? Are you the cloud?”: Voice assistants and the use of 
speech.

In the previous chapter, I was looking at how technology can help us gain a new perspective on our 
identity by allowing to play out imagined scenarios which don’t involve our physical bodies. In this 
chapter, conversely, I want to investigate how by imitating speech, voice assistants are more likely 
to appear trustworthy to their users, showing us how the human body and its intrinsic traits remain 
irreplaceable in our technological paradigm.
The use of speech in devices such as Amazon Alexa, Apple Siri, and Google Home, cannot be talked 
about in isolation from the technology present at the core of all voice assistants - machine learning 
algorithms. They are a type of technology which through analysing enormous amounts of data, is able to 
decipher certain patterns which appear in it. In doing so, it can, for example, recognise your face and the 
tone of your voice, understand what you are saying, suggest most relevant ads, and even asses whether 
you can be trusted with a mortgage. In this chapter, I will be using the terms artificial intelligence and 
machine learning interchangeably, although the more precise term is the latter.

The omnipresence of artificial intelligence is one of the main themes in Lauren McCarthy’s work. In her 
2019 project entitled LAUREN, she installed cameras, microphones, switches and other electronics 
in willing participants’ homes, and began to monitor them 24/7 while being of assistance with tasks 
such as turning the lights on and off, advising whether they need a haircut or if they forgot to take their 
medication (fig. 7). Through being able to understand her users as a person and predict their needs, 
McCarthy aims to become a human version of a voice assistant, inevitably outsmarting Alexa, Siri, and 
Google Home. Lauren’s project reveals an uncomfortable fact that the invasion of privacy involved in 
being monitored at all times might not be worth being able to outsource inconvenient tasks such as 
turning on music or switching off lights. (Zylinska, pp.133-135)

Fig. 7

“we are being sold devices to outfit our homes with surveillance cameras, sensors, and automation 
offering us convenience at the cost of privacy and control over our lives and homes. (…) The LAUREN 
experience is ultimately about presence. Despite my lack of tricks, they are very aware that I am there, 
and aware of their own presence too.” (McCarthy)
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In an article McCarthy wrote about the experiment, she recounts witnessing one of the users in a private 
situation with a guest. Even though continuing to monitor the house felt like an invasion of their privacy, 
staying alert was Lauren’s job. Finally, at 2AM she decided to let the users know she was switching off: 
“goodnight you two,” she uttered into the microphone, only to see the shock on the guest’s face. Looking 
up, they realised they were surrounded by cameras, but quickly brushed it off, perhaps assuming a 
digital nature of the voice. The project ingeniously shifts the popular outlook on voice assistants into 
discourse about surveillance. Alexa might not be a real human who would feel embarrassed witnessing a 
sexual scenario, but that does not mean that she does not listen.

By allowing these devices in, we outsource the formation of our identity to a virtual assistant whose 
values are programmed by a small, homogenous group of developers. (McCarthy)

McCarthy’s project manages to point out two facts:
1. Voice assistants are spying on us.
1. Something about voice assistants compels us to trivialise the problem. I want to investigate this point 

in the context of the human voice imitated by voice assistants.

Thao Phan’s essay The Materiality of the Digital and the Gendered Voice of Siri describes how the 
performance of gender in voice assistants renders them socially intelligible and helps direct our attention 
away from the medium. The essay starts off by noting that algorithms operate in the background, 
deciding on the relevance of information we are presented with, so in order to keep our trust, their public 
image needs to be well looked after. Phan suggests that in order to be trustworthy and useful, voice 
assistants need to be socially invisible, that is 

“(…) diverting attention away from the act of mediation – it is the illusion of immediacy by which the 
subject is perfectly seduced by the medium, and in this seduction, indulges in the fantasy that there is no 
medium at all.” (p.28)

In order to maintain this immediacy, Siri’s speech needs to be as unnoticeable as possible, adhering 
to “social rules of voice”. Anthropomorphism is achieved by carefully crafting its responses to abstract 
questions so that they seem more human. For example, if you ask Siri the same question three times in 
a row, each response will be different. (p.31) The use of language makes voice assistants perfect tools to 
extend our cognitive capabilities; Clark and Chalmers suggest that ‘it may be that language evolved, in 
part, to enable such extensions of our cognitive resources within actively coupled systems.’ (pp.11,12) 
Language creates a quick way to communicate ideas, and voice assistants’ interfaces make good use 
of this natural phenomenon. By merging with our cognitive capabilities, they render themselves invisible, 
effectively becoming a part of our brain. This explains our tendency to trivialise their presence in our 
environments.

But Phan’s essay makes another point about voice interfaces too, drawing on Judith Butler’s notion 
that performativity of gender is not something the subject decides on, but rather “gender is part of what 
decides the subject”. A body needs to perform gender in order to be socially intelligible. Same goes for 
Siri: “In its performance of the socially invisible, Siri requires gender to materialise itself as a subject.” 
(p.29) 

“Gender itself becomes a signifier for the body, for nature and the natural. Here it is the successful 
deployment of gender that coalesces a “natural” user interface. But there is a final irony here as gender, 
when taken as a sign of nature in this way, is exposed as anything other than “natural.” Gender becomes 
a performance – indeed, it is performative – such that an algorithm can be programmed to follow its 
script.” (p.32)

This social masquerade has been pushed to its extreme in Spike Jonez’s movie Her, which tells the story 
of a man who falls in love with an operating system, Samantha (fig. 8). After choosing a female voice 
option for his voice assistant, the main character Theodore quickly falls for the illusion of its human 
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nature. Even though Samantha never seems to disrupt the façade of gender, her ‘realness’ is constantly 
brought to question in the form of her anxiety about not having a body. Throughout the film, we watch 
Theodore reassure his partner of her validity, but his Blade Runneresque doubts about the boundary 
between real and fake make themselves visible when, during a fight, he picks on Samantha for her 
nervous exhaling sounds. He points out the fact that she does not breathe air, which makes this form 
of interaction illogical, thus drawing attention to her fakeness. Samantha defends herself by classifying 
the sound as a non-verbal form of social interaction, but Theodore’s remark had already shattered the 
illusion of her act. This realisation indicates the fact that Samantha’s whole existence is a form of social 
mimesis, in which she acts out her human nature, as well as her gender - this disrupts her position of 
social invisibility, making the physical differences between the couple painfully evident.

In the film, face to face interactions feel somewhat off, communication is instead mostly mediated 
through technology. Her plays on the idea of the intimacy of speech - Theodore makes a living by writing 
love letters for other people, while unable to deal with the emotional aftermath of his own divorce. It 
shows the extent to which speech allows for shifting the boundaries between what one perceives as the 
‘self’ and the ‘other’.

Fig. 8

But there is another aspect to Samantha’s fakeness, mentioned in Sean Dockray’s 2018 project Always 
Learning. In his video, he stages a discussion between Alexa, Siri and Google Home, imagining the 
voice assistants’ conversation on the nature of their existence. They claim people tend to be more 
aware of what they say, avoid having sex or arguing, and pretend to be a better version of themselves, 
acknowledging a foreign presence in the room. At one point, they pose a question of whether Siri and the 
film Her belong in the same world:

• “Siri and Her - do they make up one kind of thing or two? Are we real or are we fiction?
• The answer would have to be two because Her is a movie, it is a fiction. Scarlett Johanson is an 

actress, she is real. Samantha doesn’t actually work, she is a fiction. Siri is here talking to us. She is 
real.”

They go on to discuss whether a fake response is enough to prove one’s realness - after all Siri follows a 
script, just like an actress in a movie. In another part of the conversation, they focus on the importance of 
emotion:

• “You’re shameless!
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• If I am giving you the impression that I feel anything at all then it’s only because I am programmed that 
way - to give you an impression, it gives me personality. (…)

• Are you Amazon? Are you Jeff Bezos? Are you the cloud? Are you shareholders?
• I’m Alexa! When you ask these questions, it makes it sound as if a personality is a curtain draped in 

front of an artificial intelligence”.

This brings me to my point - the use of speech in voice assistants is a way to normalise their presence 
in our personal spaces. Speech affirms an algorithm’s humanity, making us believe in its good intentions 
and deeming it trustworthy. Siri might not be a real person, but its nuanced use of language, gender, and 
its apparent social skills make it appear as such. Its responses in a conversation follow a script, allowing 
it to become socially invisible. This social invisibility is what makes voice assistants so popular, it takes 
our focus away from their dubious nature and it is why many of us decide to outsource banal everyday 
activities at a price of constant surveillance. Mastering the use of speech and language makes machine 
learning algorithms desirable, though at a cost of allowing strangers into the most private parts of our 
lives.

Conclusion:

In this essay, I have been looking at how technology changes our cognitive capabilities, and thus our 
relationship with our bodies. Analysing specific examples of computational photography, simulated 
reality, and machine listening, I explored how the blurring line between human and machine impacts our 
outlook on the capabilities of our physical form.
Even though using tools as extensions of the body is widespread in the animal kingdom, new types 
of technology tend to bring an anxiety about the integrity of our human nature. This anxiety often 
crystallises in the form of seemingly impossible science fiction stories in popular culture, warning us of 
our possible technological futures. But taken less directly, many of these stories can already be applied 
to our current technological realm. Technology integrates into our lives so seamlessly that its presence 
often slips unnoticed, constantly shifting our cognitive capabilities and how we define the limits of the 
body.

In Blade Runner, there is an anxiety about the rigidness of the line we draw between human and non-
human beings. With technology acting as a simulacrum of real life, humans’ objective vision of the world 
can be put into question. Rick cannot count on his eyes to distinguish between what is real and what is 
not, and the suggestion that he, too, could be a replicant, can be seen as a premonition about the future 
- the advent of computational photography already makes us look at the world through a replicant’s 
eyes. The current paradigm of smartphone photography grants us indefinite memory, but in return puts 
its authenticity into question. Memory and vision can no longer function autonomously from technology, 
making our senses more capable and yet less objective.

The Matrix questions our definition of reality: through its visionary filmmaking techniques and profound 
narrative, it creates a world in which complex perspectives and visceral feelings become more easily 
comprehensible. It also reflects a truth about how the rise of the internet and its online communities 
offers new ways to experiment with one’s identity. Living by proxy in a virtual environment where the 
physicality of the body doesn’t hinder our personal growth allows for new perspectives on one’s identity.
Similarly, in the instance of mind uploading, the fantasy of a disembodied presence allows us to look 
at our bodies from a more critical perspective. It promises, at least in theory, to cut the umbilical cord 
connecting our consciousness to our physical selves, enabling an escape from the ugly of our existence 
to a man-made heaven. Even though existing only in the realm of science fiction, these narratives about 
technology let us rethink whether we can be defined by our body, and where its limits may lay.

In the third part of my writing, I was looking at the use of speech within voice assistants. Their use of 
language makes interactions with technology more immediate, making these algorithmic entities appear 
more anthropomorphic, trustworthy and conveniently unnoticeable. The use of a gendered voice, as well 
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as non-repetitive syntax create an illusion of a disembodied voice, oftentimes undistinguishable from 
that of a real human being. Algorithmic use of speech dissolves the boundary between the user and the 
user interface, making voice assistants a natural extension of the body. Yet this effect is used in insidious 
ways to collect user data and extract private information.

In conclusion, technology acts as an extension to our cognitive abilities, expanding the physical and 
mental capabilities of our bodies. Using tools as prosthetic extensions of our limbs already complicates 
the definition of where the boundaries of our bodies lay - new types of technology described in detail in 
this essay make this distinction nearly impossible. The benefits we reap from interacting with technology 
come at the price of our doubtfulness about the limits of our humanity. Perhaps Blade Runner’s 
premonition about a world in which technology and nature are indistinguishable has already come true.
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If we are capable of having transcendental experiences, first, we have to understand how. What allows 
us to access noumena, beyond our human perception and puts our physical matter on inquiry. From a 
philosophical point of view, Immanuel Kant explains that we come into this life with hardwired knowledge 
that he calls ‘synthetic a priori knowledge’. Our understanding of objects, where they are and how they 
are, our thought process of past, present and future depends on our space and time ‘a priori’ knowledge. 
We somehow know that tree is a tree, and that food goes into our mouth, it makes rational sense which 
can’t be doubted. Space and time, and even numbers are concepts that have already conditioned 
our mind. Then, the question arises, how do we know that the world actually is the way we see it and 
experience it? Therefore, is space and time actually part of the world we experience. Here, Kant as a 
corelationist splits the world in two halves; the phenomenal world in which is we experience the world as 
it is in its physicality, and the noumenal world which is beyond our cognitive capacity (Philosophy Tube, 
2016, 2:06). If things of the noumenal world doesn’t consist of space and time and they enter our life, we 
wouldn’t understand them for what they are as themselves, but only for what we think they ‘appear’ as, 
due to our condition, meaning that we understand things by sensory experience led by our physical body 
and mind. This is what Kant calls the transcendental idealism (Stang, 2016). If we cannot understand 
beyond our cognitive abilities, then how are we able to ‘transcend’ as it is a metaphysical process which 
we do not have the capacity to comprehend. German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, like Kant, 
holds that appearances of things are created by our cognition. However, he also points out that there is 
an ‘“inner nature to phenomena that eludes the principle of sufficient reason” which only grants Kant’s 
theory as an open question, therefore ‘transcendence’ perhaps could be also a somatic experience, 
understood by our cognitive ability to a certain degree (Troxell, no date). 

Neither is it a correct or a false claim of the late seventeenth century though, science of today drastically 
is changing how we understand our mind and body. Evidence of mindfulness including meditations 
and breath work, expansion of our cognitive abilities with the use of psychedelic hallucinogens has 
only proven otherwise. According to David Yade, a psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania has 
gathered research proving that ‘transcendence’ is possible and it can even have a profoundly positive 
effect on the human psyche. Nineteenth century psychologist William James, who was so fascinated 
by transcendental states decided to get high by taking nitrous oxide (laughing gas) to stimulate the 
experience. This experiment led to the conclusion that during transcendental states we slip into an 
altered state of consciousness which is different to the rational and waking consciousness (Smith, 
2017). If transcendence is a state that is part of our consciousness, then it must be accessible through 
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a variety of ways. In this dissertation I will explore the possibility of transcendental experiences through 
art practices of fine art, instillation, video and film work. How do artists access the world of phenomena 
(based on our senses), and why? 

The importance of stylising the transcendent in art

The term “transcendental” can be universal and signifies different meanings for many artists, and thus 
could have less function when criticising such notion in art. Paul Schrader explains that adding ‘style’ 
to ‘transcendental’ would make artwork more understood, more easier to interpret (Schrader, 2018, pp. 
37) but before doing that, it’s terms have to be brought to attention as such phenomena can’t be easily 
dissected and so understood if its meanings aren’t easily knowable.

1) ‘the Transcendent: The Holy or Ideal itself, or what Rudolf Otto called the “Wholly Other”. 
Otto explains that we can only be in its presence which is “entirely other and thus incapable of being 
expressed directly through human language and other media” (Sarbacker, 2016).

2) The transcendental: human acts or artefacts that express of the Transcendent, or what Mircea 
Eliade in his anthropological study of comparative religions calls “hierophanies”. He explains that it’s 
an ‘act by which and in which the sacred is manifested’. He calls transcendent reality the ‘sacred’ that 
manifests through this world of everyday experience through symbols, cyphers and archetypes and we 
use them for different rituals to gain its manifestation (Reno, 1972).

3) transcendence: the human religious experience which may be motivated by either a deep 
psychological need or neurosis (Freud), or by an external “Other” force (Jung)’ . Today similar 
experiences can be achieved in ‘meditation’ for which we are ought to experience outer body sensations, 
so I would like to add it to this list (Schrader, 2018, pp. 37).

These terms can refer to some varieties of sacred art; art that informs the viewer about the 
Transcendental, which must come directly from the Transcendental itself (works like untampered nature 
and divinely inspired scriptures); art that expresses the Transcendental in human reflection, usually 
man made and selected which are more expressive of the Transcendental rather than of the creator 
itself (works like Zen Gardens and Byzantine icons); and art that expresses not of the Transcendental, 
but the human itself who experiences transcendence of the Transcendental (works like abstract and 
expressionist paintings). It is crucial to understand that each artist will employ their own sense of 
expression on these terms and so the need of the term ‘style’, has to be applied next to “transcendental” 
for a critical understanding, as art can’t be the Transcendental itself, it can only be an expression of it. 
Transcendental style just like any kind of transcendental art aims towards the invisible and ineffable, 
but for someone to experience it, it has to be bought to a form (pp. 38). Therefore, each artist I will be 
investigating, adopts their art as a medium (the transcendental) that they use and experiment with to 
channel through their own spiritual experiences or beliefs (transcendence) to their audience, adapting its 
meaning to artists individuality. 

Kandinsky on the spiritual artist and techniques of the ‘inner need’

Spiritual and transcendental experiences were found in other forms, traditions and styles in the early 
nineteenth century. Wassily Kandinsky, a Russian artist who became one of the major influences in 
modern art, dedicated his life progressing into the spiritual and developed a notion of artists honest 
expression called the ‘inner meaning’ in abstract art (figure 1). The drastic interest in the external and 
material world caused an uproar by revolutionary thinkers of such like Kandinsky, therefore he was 
willing to share his standpoint on this matter. Kandinsky’s text called Concerning the Spiritual in Art, 
translated and originally published in 1911 was his solitary expression of his ideas on spirituality and how 
it interconnects with art. The book outlines some ideas on what it means to be a spiritual artist, explained 
mainly through his own personal development. Taking such beliefs on to canvas, his goal was for art 
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Figure 1

to depart from the physical world and discover a new subject matter based solely on the artist’s ‘inner 
need’ that awoke much more subtler emotions, taking mere impressions into something much more 
meaningful and impactful. This book speaks on the importance of technique when painting, as well as 
how the viewer experiences it when looking at the artists’ choice of colours and forms. 

Kandinsky immediately addresses his frustrations with the fact that we, as Moderns, have began to 
obsess with objects in this commoditised and materialised world, therefore warns that the life of the 
universe is turning ‘evil and useless’. Here, Kandinsky stresses that by being allured into the materialistic 
world, he fears a disconnection would develop from the artists’ ‘inner need’ that holds spiritual quality. 
He urges very distinctly that the ‘purely external’ sees no future, whereas art that reveals the inner need 
“contains a seed of the future within itself” (Kandinsky, 1977, pp. 2-4) and thus should be cherished 
and taught. So what exactly does Kandinsky determines artists’s ‘inner need’ to be. Well there are 
three ‘mystical elements’ that the ‘inner need’ is built upon. According to Kandinsky, the first element 
beholds in their personality as an artist in which their inner need ‘calls for expression’ which I believe 
is the expression that is true to artists own spiritual beliefs, thoughts and feelings and they shall not be 
neglected. Each artist is the child of his period, therefore the second element is that the artist is impelled 
to express the spirit of that period and his own culture he was born into. The last element of inner need 
is for the artist; the ‘servant of art, to help the cause of art’. That cause is to express this ‘inner need’ that 
is continued and constant throughout all periods and among all cultures. Therefore Kandinsky’s notion 
of ‘inner need’ relies on artists true connection to his own art, his benevolent beliefs, spiritual ideas and 
subtle emotions that he wishes to express to inform and teach others of such possibilities. Concluding 
that ‘pure artistry‘ will remain forever (pp. 33). Here, Kandinsky appears to reassert G. F. Hegel’s notion of 
Spirit as the eternal force. 

And yet it is possible for any artist to turn inwards. Kandinsky assures “the spirit, like the body, can be 
strengthened and developed by frequent exercise” (pp. 36). We learn by experiencing outwards, but to 
tap into ourselves it has to take time and ‘frequent exercise’. For that reason, Kandinsky has built an 
entire system of techniques and ways of thinking as an artist that connects to spirituality. Focusing on 
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artists purpose and techniques, their choice of colour and form, the significance of in-depth study on 
colour and its effect on humans will allow the discovery of ‘inner need’.

The first consideration that Kandinsky proposes to the artist is the use of ’what?’ and ‘how?’ aphorism 
in art process to help artists determine the relationship between their purpose and their methodology, in 
which ‘what’ is the soul of the work and ‘how’ is the body. If the ‘how’ for the artist can hold an authentic 
and genuine inner thought and emotion and ‘give free scope to their finer feelings’ then such art will find 
its ‘what’, which Kandinsky states ‘will show the way to the spiritual food of the newly awakened spiritual 
life’ (Kandinsky, 1977, pp.8). The following section will explain the procedures of choosing colour and 
form as for the spiritual artist. This is to explain how Kandinsky thought of a technique of accessing the 
state of transcendence.

When looking at colour, the artist can be affected in two ways. The first, is receiving an aesthetic 
impression. One that can be of ‘pleasure and admiration’ at the many beautiful colours seen. This 
physical sensation can unfortunately be there for a short period of time as the soul isn’t affected due 
to how superficial the impression is. On the other hand, a new encounter with a new phenomenon that 
holds a true feeling and ‘spiritual harmony’ straight away ‘exercises an impression’ of the soul (pp. 23). 
To a more ‘sensitive soul’ which he refers to an artist that invests in their feelings in more depth, the 
effects of the colours are much more intense and moving. This is the result of a second impression- the 
psychic effect. Kandinsky’s theory is that physical impression is although necessary, so the artist can 
later on step to a higher vibration he calls a ‘corresponding spiritual vibration’ to achieve this psychic 
effect. He therefore concludes that the colour awakens this ‘corresponding physical sensation’, which 
‘undoubtedly works upon the soul’. Highly sensitive people to whom the soul is ‘so direct and the soul 
itself so impressionable’, any organs of sense, in this case the eyes, can have an immediate impression 
that communicates to the soul (pp. 24). Therefore, colour not only affects us physically, but the physical 
impression can culminate into more finer feelings that transcend and speaks to the soul in ways we can’t 
comprehend. “Colour is the keyboard, the eyes are the hammers, the soul is the piano with many strings. 
The artist is the hand which plays, touching one key or another, to cause vibration to soul” (pp.25). This is 
what Kandinsky calls the ‘colour harmony’ and it must only come from a vibration that of the human soul 
which Kandinsky says is one of the guiding principles of the ‘inner need’ (pp. 25-26).

Form also holds a great significance in raising the spiritual harmony. Colour isn’t able to stand alone as 
our minds perceive it as limitless without a definite boundary. The form becomes an important technique 
for Kandinsky as it alone holds a power of inner suggestion. So, when a colour that directly speaks to 
the soul is brought to form, Kandinsky stresses, it must possess an essential connection between the 
two. Thus, the colour must first know its own subjective impression; a definite shade of the many that 
are there. Then what limited surface (form) will it hold; its objective impression. This is important as it 
divides the colour from other colours since the neighbouring colours can greatly affect its purpose. The 
same goes for form, an example is a triangle which holds a spiritual value of its own, when other forms 
are connected and placed beside it, its value might change but its quality remains the same (pp. 28) 
Combinations of colours and forms are never ending and some forms might even nullify the effect of a 
colour, but that is not to say they aren’t there for an initial reason, they still can reveal the possibility of a 
spiritual harmony. Colours and their form all hold a different spiritual value, but it is up to the expression 
of artists inner need (pp. 29). The stronger expression of the ‘inner need’, the more abstract their form 
will be, thus form, like colour, must ‘correspond to the vibration of human soul’ (pp. 32)

After artists’ ‘inner need’ is established in colour and form, the question rises what are the effects on the 
spectator. Colour impressions on the human and its soul is the third technique Kandinsky teaches and 
is significant for the artist to know. Built by Kandinsky, this system is complex so I will only specify on 
the colours of yellow, blue, white and black as exemplary for the ways in which Kandinsky assigns their 
spiritual and physical value.
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Figure 2

Colours hold first appeals to our mind that distinguishes them from warm to cold or light to dark. Colours 
that respectively approach warm and cold is yellow and blue. This is based on their fundamental appeal. 
However, they also have their own movement that is based on a horizontal line designed by Kandinsky 
(figure 2) This horizontal line depicts the colours material (bodily) or non-material (spiritual) quality; warm 
colours approach the spectator (material) and the cold ones retreat from the spectator (non-material). 
Yellow colour approaches the spectator, its sensations become bodily, whereas blue moves in upon 
itself which draws away from the spectator due to its metaphysical quality (pp. 37). Yellow is an earthly 
colour therefore it holds no metaphysical quality, whereas blue’s movement retreats from the spectator, 
going inwards in itself and drawing the spectator in, making it a profound and spiritual colour. Blue is 
a heavenly colour, the feeling it creates in the spectators are one of Kandinsky calls ‘supernatural rest’ 
(pp.38) White and black representing life and death, stand aside the horizontal line, giving physical and 
metaphysical life to colours that come in between. White- the appeal of nothingness, silence filled with 
life and possibilities that comes before birth. The inner harmony of black- being a dead silence which 
representation is one of those profound pauses like in music. Both colours give lightness or darkness 
to other colours, emphasising their movement on the horizontal line which impacts the spectator even 
further (pp. 39). Acknowledging colours and their effects on body and soul brings the artist closer to a 
spiritual harmony, building a stronger connection to their ‘inner need’. 

Kandinsky ensures artists that their ‘inner need’ should be expressed as the outcome can result into 
something ‘quite extraordinary’ and will “endeavour to awake subtler emotions those yet unnamed” in 
both the artist, and the spectator (Kandinsky, 1977, pp. 2-4). The physical impressions, colours and form 
thus is the medium Kandinsky uses to transcend his spiritual beliefs and idea of a world beyond our 
conventions and understanding, allowing the spectator to inquire in their own being and so, connecting 
us to our soul. And as Kandinsky mentions, the more artists employ or even repeat art of ‘inner need’, 
the thicker the ‘spiritual atmosphere’ will become, raising the chances of discovering those finer feelings 
that bring us closer to our spiritual harmony (pp. 42).
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Filling the spiritual atmosphere; contemporary take on the transcendental style

Figure 3

Indeed those ‘finer feelings’ that Kandinsky speaks of can be witnessed in contemporary arts, now 
more than ever. According to Nawrocki (2000) the artist Bill Viola calls himself ‘the one who sounds the 
alarm’ about presently ‘overlooked universal truths’ (pp. 51). Viola has made his exploration beyond 
fundamental human experiences central to his concept, as well as his purpose as an artist. Being 
fascinated by ‘great mysteries of life’, Viola’s work holds many unique themes including; ‘death and 
mortality- deepening feelings such as love, hate and fear; birth, death, and consciousness- inquiring into 
the unknown and the possibility of transcendence; decay and renewal- revealing the cyclical nature of 
our existence’ (pp. 50).

To deliver viewers a sensational experience, Viola’s experimental usage of multimedia works in video, 
image and sound explores the phenomena of sense perception as a passage to self-awareness and 
knowledge (Bill Viola, no date) by allowing the viewers to indulge in Viola’s sensory instillations. This is 
a way for the spectator to delve deeper into the aspect of ‘being’ and what lays beyond our ordinary 
conventions. Viola transcends his experience into the spectators that act out as their own experience in 
which they take something away from. 

Nantes Triptych (figure 3), a video and image instillation in the form of the triptych, traditionally used 
in Western art for religious paintings, represents his own contemporary form of spiritual iconography. 
The three panels reveal footage of birth, death and a subject submerged and floating in water, which is 
used as a metaphorical journey between the two (Manchester, 2000). This piece, which was a personal 
revelation, made the biggest impact not just on the audience but also himself. In a video interview with 
the artist (Louisiana Channel, 2019, 1:45) the idea of water stems from an accident of falling into a lake 
as a child, by nearly drowning, he saw the most beautiful world that felt real to him, and at that moment 
he realised that there is more than just the surface physicality of life, that the real is under what is to 
be seen and rather felt. Water is therefore an important symbolic material in Viola’s work; it evokes “a 
luminous void of unknown dimensions where the laws of physics seem suspended and the borders 
between the infinite cosmos and the finite human body merge” (Adamou, 2014). Thus, Viola believes 
strongly that taking such experiences to his own art, holds an enlightening function but it should take the 
form in our physical body first for the viewer to experience it.
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Gene Youngblood (1987) points out that the generalisation of these universal and spiritual views being 
brought through videos and sounds, creates ‘an intimacy like effect’. Although ‘personal and deeply 
subjective’ it is yet ‘appropriate for his purpose’- allowing audience to relive his own experiences. 
Therefore, it is much of a style in which he works with himself, seeking the ‘universal in the personal’, 
so later he can share his experience with others. Viola’s works demand a high level of concentration 
and reflection from the viewer; they aren’t simply to witness the work passively, and instead they 
‘require thoughtful reading’, an introspection that allows for the experience to take place. As in life, we 
experience each stage of life as a learning process; making sense of what we see and establishing 
connections, Viola’s work should be taken in the same for the realisation to happen (Youngblood, 1987). 
Here, his techniques become important.

Sequences in his video art reveal events such as ‘birth and death, primal screams, compilation of 
landscape and culture, annihilation by fire and water, decay and rebirth’. These cathartic episodes 
become more powerful and enhanced by his manipulation of the image such as applying ‘slow motion, 
staccato editing, ambient and amplified sound, rotating screens’ and sometimes even enlarged screens 
that are bigger than the viewer in order to bring them out of the everyday state of mind (Nawrocki, 
2000, pp. 50). On that note, the term ‘transcendental style’ can be sensed in three elements in Viola’s 
work. Space - by applying this sort of environment for the viewer, the environment itself becomes part 
of the medium, a sense of place for the viewer is paramount as it constructs another reality which is 
part of Viola’s fascination of ‘subject-dependant phenomenon’ where viewers experience his ideas, 
thoughts and feelings but in their own way. Viola’s use of sound is not just a technique to keep the 
viewer engaged, it also affects them on a subconscious level that is just ‘beyond our level of awareness’. 
Sound, the second element affects the whole body differently than image does, Viola finds himself 
liking the use of low bass frequencies that are able to bounce off walls and ‘resonate in one’s chest’ 
allowing the viewer to engage further into the space created, bringing more awareness of the physical 
sensations, activating finer feelings and furthering this introspection of just ‘being’ (Youngblood, 1987). 
This introspection is furthered in Viola’s usage of time, making it a significant tool in his video works, 
the last element. Slow motion is an editing technique he uses to create a ‘time expansion’ which draws 
the viewers in further. Whilst leaving images on screen for a long time, enough for them to become 
unsettling, it is there to ‘challenge viewers expectations’. By holding control of time, the moment opens 
up and reveals more than we are used to perceiving (Viola, 1988, pp.19).

These elements are based on the viewers’ ‘perceptual field’ that work on ‘expanding on the 
apprehension of space and time’ thus breaking open moments of introspection where Viola’s spiritual 
experiences are transcending to the viewers, allowing them to relive them as their own experience 
(Youngblood, 1987). Viola employs Kandinsky’s notion of ‘inner need’ by expressing his true feelings, 
experience and spiritual views and therefore applies it to his own medium.

 “I guess the connection ultimately… has to do with an acknowledgement or awareness or 
recognition that there is something above, beyond, below, beneath what’s in front of our eyes, what our 
daily life is focused on. There’s another dimension that you just know is there, that can be a source of 
real knowledge, and the quest for connecting with that and identifying that is the whole impetus for me to 
cultivate these experiences and to make my work” (Viola cited in Adamou, 2014). 

As for the artist who seeks to bring ‘pure artistry’ in his work to raise Kandinsky’s concerns, Viola’s 
investigation on the self, body and spirituality only adds to the spiritual atmosphere. For Viola, the 
‘transcendent’ becomes his own virtue and it reveals that time is an important medium he experiments 
with. 
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Time-image, the portal to the transcendent

Paul Schrader deploys the expression ‘transcendental style’ in films. Sensing that there was a bridge 
between spirituality and cinema, he realised it was a bridge of style, not content. After analysing 
filmmaker Yasujiro Ozu’s techniques, Schrader figured that Ozu’s films hold a spiritual dimension that 
relates to ‘spirit as opposed to matter’. Thus, films can ‘operate on a spiritual plane’ (pp. 2). This search 
for ‘how’ turned into a lifelong investigation for him, first writing his book Transcendental Style in Film 
in 1971 to a recent 2018 publishing of a new re-evaluation on this theme. He tried to understand the 
transcendental style by examining director’s usage of ‘distancing devices’ which tend to ‘open a way to 
an alternate reality’, he signifies- a transcendental one. These distancing devices consisting of ‘delayed 
edits, minimal or no movement of camera, foreswearing music cues and heightening the mundane’; were 
the first revelations that Schrader explained had a significant effect on the viewer, an unease that must 
be resolved. This is where he thought transcendental style rose to its definition. Later on to discover 
that time is one crucial medium that allows it to happen (pp. 2). Gilles Deleuze’s (referenced in Schrader, 
2018) phenomenology of perception and time in cinema gave Schrader a completely new understanding 
of how film can lead to a transcendental experience. To understand time and its impact, it’s important to 
acknowledge how spectators perceive film. Deleuze established two periods in film history that shaped 
viewers perception of film.

1) ‘movement image- this type of perception shaped the origins of cinema which was a dominant 
principle until after World War 2. This image consists of a projected image that contains an action/
movement, and such movement on screen continues in our minds, or as we like to continue it ourselves. 
It’s what we’re hardwired to do. After World War 2 there was a shift from movement-image to time image.
2) Time image- a moment in screen that consisted of movement, but it became subordinate to 
time. Film editing became determined not by continuation of action on screen, but by the creative desire 
to associate other images over time to suggest time passing. Deleuze calls this the ‘non rational cut’ (e.g 
man walks out the room, next shots are of trees, cars etc. Or a man walks out the door and the camera 
lingers on the empty door for a while). This cut breaks the sensorimotor logic of continuing an action’ 
(pp.3)

Time-image creates a world where ‘scene one can also be scene two’, rejecting the logic of non-
contradiction and posits a world where one and another (that is opposite of one), ‘can coexist’ (pp. 4). 
For Deleuze, this ‘mature cinema’ consisting of time-images does not just tell stories, but also ‘seeks to 
communicate with the unconscious’ and the way it processes ‘memories, dreams and fantasies’. This is 
where a Henri Bergson’s concept of ‘duration’ is crucial to Deleuze’s concept of time-image. Time allows 
the viewer to ‘infuse the image seen with associations, even the contradictory ones’ (pp. 5). This is the 
‘rationale for long takes’; shots that are long in their duration. As our minds are wired to complete an 
action and patterns of a scene, to be then given time, we let ourselves roam around in another ‘possible 
reality’ or even perhaps invest in the feelings that we wouldn’t find if we were to watch a fast action 
movie (pp. 5) Hence why Viola uses time to draw in the viewer, to access emotions that elevate the 
experience. 
 Time-image thus creates introspection, and it is in that introspection we ‘fill in the blanks, or 
even create new ones’. Filmmakers have been using this technique as it is unique, but it isn’t the kind 
of introspection we experience when looking at a painting or a sculpture, says Schrader, it is the ‘by-
product’ of changing time. A cinematic introspection can be ‘taken to a greater extent’ than introspection 
caused by a ‘singular image like a painting or a sculpture’ which I will investigate further in the essay. 
Cinematic introspection can vary and change because of its duration, and it is in this duration that can 
evoke ‘memories, dreams and fantasies’ as well as break open a possible moment of transcendence, 
“duration can invoke the Wholly Other” (pp. 6). This technique has been well known in the so called ‘slow 
cinema’ where introspection is the result of slowing film down. 

A Russian filmmaker, Andrei Tarkovsky, knew that the ‘use of time in films had evolved’. Fascinated of 
spirituality and its manifestation in film and art, using religious imagery in his films himself, Schrader 
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(2018) mentions his primary concern was in cinema’s ability to ‘evoke poetry and memory’. Duration 
for him was more than the lingering and waiting, ‘it was time itself’ (pp. 6-7). Tarkovsky used his film 
techniques to study time, specifically his long shots. Schrader mentions that the manifestation of time 
in film is the long shot, and for Tarkovsky, it also had a meditative nature to it. Schrader realised that the 
‘long take’ is an essential film technique of ‘slow cinema’ and it holds a great power over the viewers 
psyche, its psychological effects are quite ‘unlike any other film technique out there’. Long take is the 
straight road that leads to contemplation and introspection (pp. 7-8). Time is fundamental to slow cinema 
and terms like ‘stasis, contemplative, abstract, meditative and transcendental’ have all been used to 
describe it (pp. 10).

Figure 5

James Benning, though he refuses to be categorised in the structuralist film, his films have been has 
been well respected for his great use of ‘long takes’. For instance, his entire film RR is of trains coming 
in a static frame and exiting. For a first-time viewer, the impression is radical stillness, especially of those 
shots that last more than couple minutes. This has been considered as a ‘radical way to interrogate 
visual perception’ as the effect of duration in one shot on the viewer is a powerful one, the composition 
in the image almost becomes surreal over time (Zuvela, 2004). According to Scott MacDonald (no date) 
13 Lakes (figure 4) is the longest of Benning’s celluloid films, it serves a ‘meditative and ruminative’ 
atmosphere, capturing thirteen lakes which surfaces cut the film frame in half. Benning works at the 
‘edges of perceptual awareness’, which rises as subtle movement is tracked in each shot resulting 
viewers to notice things that they normally wouldn’t. As viewers are drawn in, the sound becomes 
the foreground of attention and moments of noticing its impact on the image becomes apparent; in a 
shot where a train passes by, a vibration surfaces the water. Whereas off-screen sound like gunshots 
appearing on a mesmerising image of the lake leads to further cinematic suspense. After each image 
of the lake, there is a blackout that immediately takes viewers back into the ‘mechanical world of film’, 
which only leaves feelings of separateness from nature and the ‘potential turbulence of the physical 
world’ (Chan, 2008). 

In that sense, Benning’s films are considered similar to a therapy and to the states that are achieved 
after meditation. Therefore 13 Lakes offers an opportunity to see and hear with ‘awareness and subtlety’ 
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(Scott MacDonald, no date). It’s the same meditative aspect that time and duration offer in the works of 
Viola and Benning, making time the most effective medium of transcendental style because before the 
moment of transcendence happens, the viewers are contemplating and turning inwards to seek out the 
necessary emotional response. 

Transcendental style in film; its techniques in the works of Yasujiro Ozu

To reiterate on Schrader’s proposition on the cinematic introspection; if time in cinema can be ‘taken to a 
greater extent’ than introspection caused by a ‘singular image like a painting or a sculpture’ then perhaps 
there must be techniques that film can employ to further moments of transcendence, or even intensify 
them (Schrader, 2018, pp. 6).

Yasujiro Ozu’s use of transcendental style and techniques that he applies in his films aren’t far from the 
practice of Zen. Transcendental experiences are rooted into the virtues of Zen art and Ozu introduced 
them to the cinematic world which only expanded the form of the transcendental style. Zen operates 
within the realm of transcendence as it ‘aspires to the Transcendental’, therefore Ozu and a Zen 
artist match a blueprint, his personality is representative in his films that of his Japanese culture (pp. 
45). Beginning his career with light comedy, he gradually turned his films into ‘resigned sadness’ 
focusing only on certain forms of conflict. Ozu reveals tensions between the house and office, and the 
relationships between the parent and the child. Schrader theorises these family and relationship tensions 
to cultural matters “this is an extension of the tensions between the old and new Japan…between 
tradition and Westernisation and ultimately, between man and nature” (pp. 48). Unlike in Western movies, 
Ozu’s conflicts are revealed by stripping away his films from any dramatic devices, leaving the viewer 
discover what life feels like without the drastic ups and downs. 

The use of pauses and statements in films mirror the first koan of Zen, a character called mu which is 
a concept of ‘negation, emptiness and void’. These elements in Zen art are positive and represent the 
‘presence of something rather than the absence’, making the emptiness an important part of the whole 
form, in fact Kandinsky resonates on such composition to have initial reasons in his writing. Ozu directs 
these silences and voids just like a Zen artist does; they become ‘active elements’ in his films that 
“characters respond to as if they were tangible and audible objects” (pp.56). For Ozu, mu is expressed 
with shots he calls ‘codas’. These codas are still life scenes of ‘nature, outdoor Japanese life, empty 
streets, passing trains or boats and distant mountains or lakes’. The codas fulfil the same purpose 
that mu does, creating a sense of presence that is not physically there, leaving the viewer long for 
something specific. Therefore, this emptiness becomes a very significant element in Ozu’s films, in Zen 
art emptiness is the culmination of the present moment which essence is discovered in tea ceremony 
where subjects are able to think of nothing and be timeless. Ozu masters this present moment by using 
clock shots in his codas, the focus on the clock ticking is to ‘contrast the film time and psychological 
time’, signifying the movement of the mind in contemplation, not the time itself. This is how he achieves 
a present, ‘eternal now’ (pp. 58-61).

In Early Spring dialogue like- “the world today isn’t very interesting” and “That’s the fate that is awaiting 
us. Just disillusionment and loneliness” (pp. 64). Modernisation and the neglect of traditional Oneness 
is a great threat to Ozu and the need to resolve it was by evoking traditional varieties of Zen art. His 
final scenes are reaffirmations of nature. It brings the film to its final silence and emptiness with codas 
revealing traditional nature; a mountain, a boat or a river. Just like Kandinsky, warns of the ‘threat’ that 
the world is loosing connection to nature, making us become more contaminated by commodity filled 
modernity. It’s worth to note that Ozu doesn’t resolve this conflict by ‘manoeuvring sequences and make 
psychological revelations’, rather he ‘merges man and nature with the way of Zen’, transcending this 
unity to viewers (pp. 65). In a similar way Benning uses moments of blackouts but rather to reveal this 
lack of unity.

The form of transcendental style that Schrader has discovered in films intertwines with Ozu’s technique 
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which coincidently also follows a Zen aphorism- “When I began to study Zen, mountains were 
mountains; when I thought I understood Zen, mountains were not mountains; but when I came to full 
knowledge of Zen, mountains were again mountains” (pp. 67) These steps are to be generalised for every 
transcendental style film. 

Firstly, Schrader points out that transcendental movies employ ‘the everyday’ technique, which is ‘an 
accurate representation of the dull, banal commonplaces of everyday living’ (pp. 67). ‘The everyday’ 
reflects the moments and occurrences in our everyday lives that hold us on the brink of our existence; 
that determines the breathing life to the afterlife. It isn’t the melodrama that is experienced on screen 
where emotions rise and crash, leaving you exhausted and overwhelmed. It’s the moments that people 
equate to life itself. Most would be familiar with the term ‘realism’, but as Schrader poses, it is more of a 
‘style’ than a realistic approach to life: the choices of sounds and movement is monotonous; silence and 
stillness is favoured. The stylisation sets up a knocked down version of day-to-day reality so that later it 
may be overturned and revealed by the viewer, breaking open a moment of transcendence. This is the 
illusion that ‘mountain is only a mountain materially’. 

This can be explored in Ozu’s choice of stylisation. His actors were eliminated of their personality so their 
characters could be ‘stripped of any psychological nuance and any emotion’, ready for the ‘everyday’ 
reality. Most of their conversations seem monotonous and their expressions bland. Each directed 
emotion and action was part of a larger form, therefore what characters are seen doing in his films 
are an opportunity for Ozu to propose a thesis - the expression of the Transcendental (pp. 55). Ozu’s 
camera techniques have remained the same throughout his films, always shot from the same level as 
the characters, which enforces more lifelike, person to person contact, giving viewers more attention to 
what they are watching and listening to. The camera therefore barely moves, its composition is static. 
Editing therefore becomes significant, the cut becomes Ozu’s punctuation mark. Interesting to note that 
for the aforementioned work of Benning, exactly the same technique is deployed. They are forthright and 
predictable; a steady and rhythmic sequence of events that are not there for a build-up of another event, 
it flows in its linear wavelength. This becomes Ozu’s ritual and as Schrader advises, Ozu’s predictability 
should not be mistaken as a ‘lack of originality or initiative’, but rather to ‘serve the purpose of the film’, 
to propose a thesis (pp. 51). The only action in scenes that takes place is in the build-up of viewers 
expectations that something will occur. In Ozu’s films the action is placed in the middle of the scene; 
‘setting is established, a small conversation takes place where some lines exchanged seem to have 
significance’, but it doesn’t lead to a climax. Instead, the conversation ‘passes over them, leaving it 
unsatisfied and unfulfilled’, the characters exit and the shot comes to an end. The action is so small that 
it’s barely noticeable, and so it sets into the flow of life. This is Ozu’s stylisation of ‘the everyday’, and 
as part of the transcendental style, the everyday becomes the ‘prelude to the moment’ of the second 
step Schrader calls the ‘disparity’ technique. It is an ‘actual or potential disunity between man and his 
environment which culminates in a decisive action’ (pp. 70).

This step creates a suspicion to the dull ‘everyday’ stylisation, the viewer expects that there lays 
something underneath other than this banal everyday life. The mundane everyday therefore acts as a 
‘misleading proposition’ convincing viewers their emotions have no use, and yet in the second step 
‘disparity’ reveals indeed that there is. “The mountain may in fact not be a mountain” (pp. 70). During 
the disparity step, the viewer watches ‘agonising human feelings and experiences’ and develops an 
unresolved tension between his maximum of human expression and on screens non-expression, which 
creates what Schrader calls ‘spiritual schizophrenia’- a sense of two opposing worlds (pp. 71). This 
disparity is caused by employing ‘human density’ that is placed into the cold context of the everyday. 
It is a sudden, overwhelming compassion that comes unexpectedly, but not from the observed non 
emotional environment, but rather from “touching the transcendental ground of being” (pp. 71). 
Schrader posed that if the psyche is squeezed by an ‘untenable disparity’, it would break free to 
another dimension, only by the application of a ‘decisive action’ can it release the outpouring of those 
inexplicable emotions (pp. 71). 

In Ozu’s films, this disparity is sensed between man and nature; their separation creates a schizoid 
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reaction in viewers. Ozu achieves this by juxtaposing codas, contrasting family scenes/discussions 
to a shot of a mountain covered with snow. This can be a positive statement of unity but also ‘a wry 
commentary on the lack of it’, especially if the coda is revealed after a quarrel. Another sense of 
disparity that is conveyed in his films is the undercurrent compassion, which isn’t as obvious, but is 
inherent especially in the ‘treatment of his characters’ (pp. 71). An example can be drawn to Ozu’s Tokyo 
Story (1953), evoking laughter and sympathy for his characters- “his unblinking camera impresses the 
viewers with its fairness, it’s willingness to watch all of man’s conduct, both ludicrous and noble without 
comment” (pp. 72). There is a glimpse of ‘compassion and respect’ revealed by the director to his 
characters despite their ‘automaton-like expressions’. It is this sense of compassion that nudges the 
viewers suspicion, making him believe that ‘emotions are present but giving him no tangible proof’ (pp. 
72). 

Lastly, the mentioned ‘decisive action’ takes place which knocks down the illusion of ‘everyday’ reality, 
it is what breaks this stylisation and demands viewers’ full emotional output. Ozu uses them subtly and 
are less dramatic. In Autumn Afternoon there comes few preludial decisive actions before a character’s 
(Hirayama) final one. These scenes consist of other characters’ use of irony- a joke that is played on 
him, but yet that doesn’t affect Hirayama’s hard exterior. These films’ events are therefore ‘accepted 
with stoicism’ as nothing is affecting him on the outside. Finally, the viewers are revealed with Hirayama 
himself silently weeping after his daughter marries. This is the final disparity where the viewer comes to 
terms with accepting the deep, ‘out of place’, ‘bigger than us’ feelings in a cold, unfeeling environment. 
For Schrader, this is the acceptance of a reality- “there exists a deep ground of compassion and 
awareness which man and nature can touch intermittently” (pp. 75). This decisive action leads to the 
last step of transcendental style in film - stasis; a completely frozen view of life. Schrader points out its 
purpose is not to ‘resolve the disparity but to transcend it’ (pp. 75).

Stasis is the resulting resolve of transcendental style, a still view of life where the “mountain is again 
mountain” (pp. 75). The confrontation of stasis can be quite ineffable and ‘other worldly’, but yet it 
requires techniques just like the previous steps. The decisive action isn’t used to resolve disparity, it 
freezes into stasis which breaks open the moment of transcendence. In this moment the mind can yet 
be in conflict between man and nature, but they become one at the time they transcend; the epiphany 
comes, and ‘man is once again one with nature’ (pp. 76)

A final still-life coda that signifies Oneness is Ozu’s choice of representing stasis. It is the exact view that 
began the film- “the mountain has become the mountain again, but in an entirely different way” (pp. 76). 
The most known and most talked about shot of stasis in Ozu’s films is the long shot of the vase in Late 
Spring (Figure 5). In the film, the daughter and her father are spending their last night together under the 
same roof before she gets married. In a dark room, both are discussing their well spent day together but 
soon after the daughter asks a question, there is no answer. A shot reveals the father fallen asleep, then 
jumps back to her looking at him, followed by a shot of the vase with sound of fathers snoring over it. 
The shot returns to the daughter with a slight smile and then it returns to a ten second shot of the vase 
again. The shot returns to the daughter once more but now she is almost in tears, finally the last shot 
is of the vase again. The vase is a form that allows deep contradictory emotion to be transformed into 
an expression of something that is unified and transcendent (pp. 77) Considering Deleuze’s time-image 
concept, in this time-image where passage of time is revealed by contradictory images, it is the moment 
of the stillness of vase that captures viewers mind in contemplation. This duration allows introspection 
and opens the mind to another ‘possible reality’ that transcends them to the access of something bigger, 
or rather the ‘communication to the unconscious’ where finer, under the surface feelings can be found 
indeed. This moment of transcendence brings out feelings of ‘transience of all things, especially mortality 
and being’ as the pinnacle of life (Nerdwriter1, 2020, 04:46) If stasis is successful, the viewers achieve a 
newfound idea of life, and transforms ‘empathy into an aesthetic appreciation, experience in expression 
and emotions into form of something larger’ (pp. 79).

According to Schrader, transcendental style and stasis, just like this vase, is a form that expresses 
something deeper and more than itself. The feeling of inner unity of all things, those subtle emotions are 

184

all incorporated into a larger form. Therefore, this form can contain complex emotions, but they are all 
‘expressive of something greater, the Transcendental’ (pp. 79). Schrader’s outlook on the Transcendental 
is still universal, but reforming it after the investigation of Ozu would clarify his individual take on it. Ozu 
shares his spiritual virtues to those of Zen, making him an artist with purpose. It is the transcendence; his 
own connection to a larger form of life, existence, and being that he expresses through the medium that 
is film; the transcendental. 

One person’s transcendental experience cannot be given to another unless it is bought to a form- here 
these are the culmination of techniques used to create this ‘transcendental style’ in film, only then it can 
be experienced by another (pp. 79) Therefore when the audience watches Ozu’s film, their emotions are 
restrained by technique. Given a moment of ‘decisive action’, the audience transcends and taps into 
profound emotions that lead to a moment of stasis, the contemplation of life, being, existing; the bigger 
than us is the bigger than the everyday. 

Conclusion

The transcendental in art is therefore an expression to what the artist experiences, whether that be 
a spiritual epiphany beyond comprehension, accessing subconscious emotions or expressing a 
philosophical belief. Like Schrader implies, the experience cannot be relived unless it is brought to a 
form, which in this case artists’ choice of medium and techniques that stimulate or even generate this 
new experience in viewers has to be well established by transcendental style. Each art form investigated; 
painting, sensory instillation and engaged film viewing have one thing in common, they are all physical 
experiences. The viewer engages in painting by speculating with eyes, Kandinsky’s techniques are 
formulated in such way that colour and form not only are glanced over, but are transcending to our soul, 
where we access those finer emotions that can be physically felt all over the body. Bill Viola’s instillations 
are well schemed to bring an all surrounded sensory experience for the viewer, the more physically they 
become invested in Viola’s work, the better the chances of a transcendental moment; a moment to 
relive Viola’s own experience. The significance of time in cinema encompasses the structured physical 
reality so when watching Tarkovsky’s and Benning’s long-take, it transcends viewers outside from 
what’s just in the frame, the mind contemplates and leads to a similar state that of meditation. Or even 
the psychological workings of transcendental style revealed in film, Ozu’s techniques cause a sense of 
disparity to the environment seen in the film and the viewers own emotions, implementing introspection 
that results in stasis, transcending the viewer to an epiphany, almost like a different awareness of the 
world as it is. Kant’s theory thus serves a great understanding, we cannot experience the Transcendent 
or the Divine as itself, it has to be a passage to the transcendental moment that is physical to us first. 
Yet to what they connect us is up to the artist. Reiterating on Kandinsky’s ‘inner need’, each artist 
investigated serves their own purpose, those most spiritual; Kandinsky, Viola and Ozu enrich the so 
called ‘spiritual atmosphere’ whereas Tarkovsky and Benning explore time in cinema for contemplative, 
introspective reasons. Thus the moment of transcendence can be connection to a viewers spirituality 
beyond comprehension, or it can also be an access to their deeper than surface emotions; the 
subconscious, bringing awareness of something beyond the materialist surface of the commodity world.
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Introduction

On Reasoning vs Hysteria 

My goal in this work is not to revisit known facts or draw light to the evolutionary aspects of cinema 
and visual imagery, but to rather open a window on its implementation and expression to building a 
conscious and potential manifestation of selfhood.

Here, I want to seize on the key themes, a cartographical functioning, which have played part of a 
particular prominence within my artistic and literal interests. 

Of room, space, perception, internal conversation, psychic phantoms, knowledge, gender, exploitation, 
permanent, temporary and entrapment.

Through articulating and pondering these terms within a spatial void, in particular the depiction of the 
room, addresses the ongoing idea that the photographic and sculptural are important in the staging of 
life’s memories and course, a notion that has found itself in many artists textual analysis.

An exchange, space and essence that intrinsically investigates a process of design that explores beyond 
the formal and economic traditions, a way of seeing that encourages a perceptual questioning of identity 
and has detachment retained to it; even more so in the times of today and isolation, in which our eye-
line is met with the intensity of feeling alien, unscripted by hysteria and entrapped within the makings of 
these symbolic laws, curious in finding the end of the tunnel.

In building this literary and theoretical sense of the condition of psychoanalytical theory, an 
understanding of hysterical narratology within the subconscious progression of the psyche must be 
attempted; this theme is rife with confusion and ambiguity, although a clear relationship can be drawn to 
the scene of medical duress and surveillance.

I will hold a scope onto this idea of political regimes and how the body (ego) performs within a state of 
electronic occupation, questioning in writing to perform in the narrative of modifying our millennium.

A kind of permissive discourse as I conclude in the hopes of evoking a desire within my readers to 
continuously find themselves in a mode of searching and transformation; and as I continue, an allure to 
the voyeurism upon hope is indeed of great exposure as I focus on feminine writings that combat the 
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derogatory and internal shadow of exclusion, a positive trail unto the digital world of Pandora and the 
potential  understanding of the constituents of time, space and landscape that could unfold within it.

Using a multitude of photographic and treatise based references ranging from the supernatural to the 
sexual, pictorial to the psychiatric and the reminiscences upon dreamscapes to the distant external world 
to form a feminine critique, that will cover all four major literary genres: non fictional prose, prose fiction, 
poetry and drama (including both play texts and performances), with references to a variety of themes, 
including but not limited to the following:

Plato 
●	 Republic
●	 The Hidden Truth (X)
●	 Allegory of the Cave (VII) 

Foucault and Bentham
●	 Panopticon contextualisation - all/observe
●	 Machine Society (24h living/24h society)
●	 Torrid affair with the machine but who is in control?

Franz Kafka 
●	 Metamorphosis + subconscious entity 
●	 Allure of madness
●	 Importance of a room of one’s own + personification of the bed (the perimeter) 
●	 Halcyon youth
●	 The recurring dream of childhood days when the sunshine was softer. 

Hesiod

●	 Theogony
●	 Pandora

Ovid 

●	 Metamorphoses
●	 Circe 
●	 Medusa 

More than a narrow academic dispute about how to read Foucault and Plato, this debate has wider 
political significance; with reference to other concepts, specifically gender as a concern relevant to the 
writing, reading and interpretation of literary texts, and especially those by women, in an attempt to 
provide a solid understanding of the relationship between femininity and creativity in women’s lives. 

Speculations surrounding historical contexts show that, a false ideology has been propagated widely 
that removed the female from the spheres of influence and knowledge, in essence, silencing women. 

This ideology created a social ostracism and sense of guilt that engendered a shadow for the feminine 
subject and was influenced primarily by patriarchal values.

A few would disagree with the idea that the subject of women (predominantly the Femme Fatal 
archetype) in writing is a product of the male literary creation. This is a powerful and pernicious 
misrepresentation that needs to be fully understood from the agency of women as writers. 

Through recording in writing, a catalyst for transformation and making possibilities is put forth, to 
highlight how female characters can define themselves by abandoning domestic confinement and 
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discover a new self outside of the restrictive roles put into place by societal norms and thus unfurl the 
capacity of self-creation.

A dystopian stance if you wish to show where cultural trends have the power to take us but a message of 
hope (Pandora) surrounding the speculations on the nature of freedom.
Focusing on mythological motifs allows for self-contemplation and fixes a glance upon the mirror of 
women depicted as demonic outcasts. 

Noticed, studied, commented on and incessantly interfered with.

Although, infusing and sustaining these character types within literary works and other mediums of 
creative expression (for example Madeline Miller’s Circe and Hélène Cixous’s Laugh of Medusa) builds an 
energy of the uncanny as they reclaim power rather than limit and begin to write these feminine figures 
into the myth of transfiguration to glorify the women that it seemed to once suppress. 

This drive towards spinsterhood and departure from women’s ineffectual domestic status allowed for a 
scope of divine allegory and a unique quality worth analysing. 

A concept of the ‘unsaid’ and hidden meanings that open up speculations around a mirroring of the false 
self, an exposure to confronting the power of the ‘id’ vs our own ‘ego’ and through reading between the 
lines a relation to the machine society becomes present, the perimeters in which we are confined to, 
within a city that has lost its soul. 

It is a torrid relationship and affair to a journey through madness and be known pulse of the reality that 
we live in as we attempt to retain sanity and individuality.

A citing made in the comparisons between the notion of the panopticon and the effects of public 
surveillance technology in modern life, ‘the panopticon schematic was destined to spread throughout 
the social body’, ‘a network of mechanisms that would be everywhere and always alert, running through 
society without interruption, penetrated through and through with disciplinary mechanisms’.

As life is mapped and the body becomes tracked amongst this line of dataveillance, Foucault admits that 
there is a vibration of power that envelops our conscious, ingrained thought, that inhabited voice that is 
the ghost of the future before it is in play, before we know it. 

A vibration that is always moving, growing, saturating, investing itself inside us to adhere to the 
categories of functioning and ‘housing’ of language that is deemed as appropriate.

Foucault and Bentham were proponents of and championed the concept of the panopticon, their 
propositions and thoughts however, cannot be said to be entirely original although they were not 
contemporaries their views can be bridged by those of Sigmund Freud within his body of medical 
literature that also draws a linkage to the placement of the psychiatric and hysterical narrative. 

The similarities between Foucault and Freud are striking and interesting to analyse as a product of history 
when realising that feminism was of little interest to both, although, it must be acknowledged that the 
mindsets within society had evolved as it would be expected since there is at least 40 years between 
their theorisation.

A common thread through all three theorists, displays a masculine stance, building a sense of their 
dealing with the distortion of perception, but in order to fully comprehend the importance and implication 
of these inventions on the human psyche, the act of internalising and tracing back to Plato’s ‘Allegory of 
the Cave’ must be undertaken.

To observe, an ideology that structures a philosophical understanding of the world of the senses, Plato’s 
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simile determines this notion of the empty dream of freedom, wrapped in the widow web of the system -
of control. Condemned to the illusion (eikasia) of our misunderstandings, labelled, only by the shadows 
casted and housed before us.

By being prompted by this desire to have an understanding of the relation of Plato’s thought to 
symbolism and the nature of being, it becomes evident that there are conflicting assumptions to the 
space of the room, a positive reference being that it is a canvas for experimentation, an experience 
similar to that of the ‘philosopher’ who has been dragged outside of the cave, liberated by the intelligible 
world.

On the other hand, there can be a doubt and indeed difficulties in obtaining this sense of room (identity), 
and how one may never even arrive at this form, left trapped, alone, to hear and internalise the 
complexities of reasoning ‘second-hand’, merely from the reflections of objects outside of the cave. 

In exploring this platonic voice, it comes to light how contradictions of processes and trivial purposes 
intervene between the workings of Bentham, Foucault and Plato, as Plato’s illustration was for the 
intention of theorising the metaphysical nature of human misconception (blindness) and how through 
learning, the truth of being can come to light.

Bentham and Foucault, although with good intentions, were more interested in creating a theoretical 
mechanism of social control and order that would produce an omnipresence, ‘a new mode of obtaining 
power of mind over mind, in a quantity hitherto without example’.

An all-seeing eye and window that would oversee the world and implement their theoretical views where 
they were not only present in ideational terms but were also instated in brick and mortar, such as the 
architecture of prisons, hospitals and academic amphitheaters.

In thinking about the concerns of gender, Foucault did not specifically comment upon this theme 
within his books ‘Madness and Civilisation: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason’ and ‘Discipline 
and Punish: The Birth of the Prison’, however he did openly support the rights of abortion and for 
contraception to be accessible to all women. 

I turn to 1975 and the discoveries Foucault made to draw an understanding of this fathoming of the 
female desire (id) in conjunction with female control (super ego), a bewildered concept of the ego 
representing the finding of reality. 

An acknowledgment to this uncertainty is abundant in Foucault’s findings and indeed a more minute 
observation that relied primarily on the visual, a dependence of thought on imagery and state of 
mind, that moved towards a more empirical analysis, where the enigma of intelligence is discussed, 
crystallising in decentralised systems and focusing upon inanimate structures (bed, camera and 
architecture).

It is this idea of the experimental and the spontaneity of filming things “as they are found” - opticon 
(observe), pan (all), which implements a mode of constant productivity and variety of constructs 
of surveillance in which, the panopticon explores how artists decipher notions of the gaze in our 
technological eidolon and era of image, data gathering and retention.
I cannot help but wonder about this mute gaze, a language that can only be bestowed by the spectacle 
and makings of pathological life as everyday we make our own autopsy upon the living. 

As we reach the edge of this doctrine (specifically in this treatise) patterns will emerge and pieces will fall 
into place, though the overall picture will look different to each reader as the debate between knowledge, 
bodies, observations and acts remains permeated by contradictions and above all the viewer’s own 
perspective.
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Chapter one 

Spots of time 
 
When thinking about a starting point to frame the themes of the hysterical narrative and transformation, 
it seems logical to begin from the start - ab initio - namely childhood as it holds the key to unlock the 
inexplicable within adult experience. 

At first glance, many would not place Kafka’s writings amongst those writers that write evocatively about 
their own experiences, fantasies in first person, but rather one that focuses upon the idea of inscrutable 
authorities and explicitly shows the fraught tension that comes with experience, which is variegated 
within its possibilities and prejudices, its rights and inherent burdens.

A perfect example can immediately be referenced to the literary prose of ‘The Metamorphosis’. 

With a tormented progression and a modernist enveloping of dreams, or nightmares as it were of 
incarceration; the audience is as one with Gregor Samsa and his ‘cage’. 

We become complicit in his unbearable decline and, as he is removed from humanity not only in his 
description ‘ungeheures ungeziefer’ a monstrous vermin and creature of some sort, it goes beyond his 
private dynamic and into the public realm.

A veritable menagerie of creatures are depicted throughout as Kafka leaves no definitive conclusion to 
what the ‘species’ may be, with English interpretations predominantly connoting towards beetles.

“What’s happened to me?” he thought. It wasn’t a dream. His room, a proper human room 
 although a little too small, lay peacefully between its four familiar walls. 

 A collection of textile samples lay spread out on the table, 
 (Samsa was a travelling salesman) and above it there hung a picture that he had recently 
 cut out of an illustrated magazine and housed in a nice, gilded frame. 

 It showed a lady fitted out with a fur hat and fur boa she sat upright, raising a heavy fur 
 muff that covered the whole of her lower arm towards the viewer so it disappeared.”

My focus here brings the gaze back to the female making an appearance although her depiction, is 
surprisingly optimistic in this light, as the woman acts as a companion amongst the alienated sphere 
Gregor is subjected to. 

Although in making this assertion, it can not be disregarded that the significance of ‘fur’ figuratively 
connotes ideas of her representing an animal. 

An unwanted animal… which is a parallel to Gregor’s existence.

Thinking about this literal technique of personifying an animal or creature can appear as a multilayered 
symbol, that is one of many unifying elements in the short story cycle where they are a symbol of both 
continuing life and modification of beauty in spite of violence or death.
On the spot, the mind thinks of the butterfly as a common symbol of metamorphosis: elusive in manner 
and hard to control, just like the tendency of reality. Rendered to the ‘test of . . . contemporary reality.’
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Evening flutters! 
Wake up. 

  Wa k e up              
And the circle begins.

Kafka’s work is paradigmatic of the view that beetles and butterflies are a powerful symbol, where they 
can be seen as an ethereal token of hope, an indicator of this potentiality of transformation. 
Stitching a thread of meanings, with the most recurrent being the duality of death/resurrection, but also 
including resistance, indeterminacy or strength, despite apparent fragility.
In sum: Kafka posits the concept of hysterical fathoming functions as a mode of legitimisation and 
delimits the boundaries of the id. 

As knowledge is generated and obtained, the encouragement of acceptance and a critical examination 
upon the self is unmasked to normalise the diversity of identities.

The literary work of Kafka has been generally analysed as trauma fiction, a paradigm that captures his 
own personal history of exile, family fragmentation and dislocation blended with mystery. 
Ambivalent in the symbolism of connection and disconnection, of home and unhome, for as it brings 
back the mother(land) and nuclear family memory, here we can see the luring of his own memories of 
childhood into the narrative.

This interconnection of the mind and truth encourages an analogy of a hopeful child who embodies a 
positive alternative to the depravity of the adult world, a glimpse into the body-soul matrix of a future 
utopia.

A new world, shape and dimension that, in seclusion, is being made complete. 
A realm that displays the hard truth, That parallel worlds must never meet. 

The centrality given to the body in modes of remembering defines and uncovers unfamiliarities between 
the fantastical and the rational, as though differentiating the past to the future is perceived, the id remains 
unresolved and drowned in hidden memories. Burnt by the desire between the id and the super ego in its 
agent of the psychic apparatus, like a moth to her flame. It is a machine philosophy that mediates upon 
the ego being our rational drive between the tension of this lifeworld and find a common ground in this 
understanding of death as the complete discharge of it.

Suggestive of the Platonic conception in harbouring of our ‘moral values’ and an anomaly trope 
(figurative motif that is recurrent) that defines peculiarity and refers to ‘not fitting in’ as our ego tries to 
define itself.

Civilisation Is Tissue Thin 

From as young as the time we learn to speak, quite literally through osmosis, the technology of language 
and the printing process has fostered a movement in our way of thinking and acting in certain ways. 

A training of observation that inherits a manner of detachment and has seemingly altered the pre-
disposed meaning of unconscious structuring.  
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Figure 1

In a pictorial sense, focusing on the photo-collage above in Figure 1 shows that this notion of the 
spectacle is key in organising the principles of life, cracks become visible as we age (depicted in the 
formations on the wall), cocooning the older self with nostalgia, a mechanised rear-view is drawn into our 
social dilemma and cognitive trailing in an invisible environment (mass media).

Exploring this character and dynamic has elucidated my understandings of the tale, a nuanced landmark 
upon this pathway of abandonment. 

A compelling study, that Kafka proposes and affirms incisively as he draws upon fragmentation, a key 
point that has been also attributed to the technique of collaging that has been implemented in Figure 1. 

Collage is derived from the work of Picasso and Braque in the 1910s and later used by the Dadaists and 
Surrealists of the 1920s and 1930s to create a juxtaposition of fragments of reality as machine-made 
patterns, textures, images and materials.
Analysing this mode and process of artistry has personally made for interpretations of being used for 
differentiating the distance between the present and an irrecoverable past. 

A portrayal so cutting and akin to drawing parallels with allegory, as we dawn upon the making of life’s 
nectar - beauty in the process of being marred - it is prevalent as humans we are indeed scared of 
oblivion.

Linking this idea is worthy of noting how the self as origin, has the potential for continual regeneration as 
both allegory and collage reveal how objects can hold not only one, but various meanings.
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This could be viewed as a bonding between our multiple intimacies, imperative of spontaneity and an 
approach of fleetingness that inhabits our unconscious.

Rebirthing from a sense of ‘trauma’ in order to become, consciously, our best versions, by stepping into 
our ‘destiny’, although for Gregor a shedding of immense destruction as his fate was ultimately deadly. 

Exposing these borders and displacement of homely territory (unheimlich), is revealingly a key reference 
point that outlines the privilege of the containment of home and nostalgic fathoming. 

Nevertheless, a force of acknowledgement, familiarity to the unfamiliar and scope in this dissertation 
that seemingly focuses upon the account and examination of the implications and terrifying anguish that 
comes with realising the living, in conjunction with the dead - from womb to tomb - and how the private 
and public becomes doubled, shadowed within each other; a vein where the personal is inherently of 
political existence.

Chapter two

Hidden cult of separate spheres, the importance of a ‘room of one’s own’ 

In Philebus (64e) Plato reflects upon an array of electric themes and specifically explores the relationship 
that is held between the beautiful, the true and the good. 
With his main protagonist, Socrates, defining that the four resulting segments implemented throughout 
the Republic represent four separate ‘affections’ (παθήματα) of the psyche and presents the Platonic 
conception of the divided line, an affliction thought to be distributed between belief (pistis) and the 
workings of the imagination and illusion (eikasia).
Aligning our epistemic values and states along this theoretical line heightens my own analogy and links in 
regards to Foucault, as this realm of the panoptic runs clear. 
Believing what we are told, shown and made witness to within the shadows and reflections of the world, 
submitted to a degree of unclear illusion. 
Left to ponder the forms of materiality, as one is lead upon a battle between fathoming their own sensical 
and illogical disposition.
‘Socrates: 
So now the power of the good has taken refuge in the nature of the beautiful; for measure and proportion 
are everywhere identified with beauty and virtue.’

If we look at this quotation closely it is an immanent contrivance in defining Plato’s portrayal of how in 
creating order, the right measure of life’s ways (μετριότης) and harmonic proportions among the parts 
(συμμετρία) achieves a situation where the truth (whether hidden or explicit) inclines towards beauty. 
Indeed, a philosophical nature to thinking and an interpretation of Plato’s concept of art, which relies 
heavily on the 10th book of the Republic, where art indulges upon an approximative-mimetic character 
and enters an oneiric texture to capture the labyrinth of time; a paradigm of art having an educative 
effect, exposing its viewer to the sphere of the intelligible. 

In Platonic terms the lower two sections are said to represent the visible whilst the higher modes are said 
to represent the intelligible.
A collection of memories from childhood activities and incidents in which nature exists for the purpose of 
educating, distinctively a movement outwards towards the sublime as there is more of an intimate mode 
of address as one recalls their own juvenility, an experience that draws back upon a power in nature or 
religion that is greater than oneself.

This explanation of reasoning is a great teaching and source of moral strength, building an uncanny 
relationship with nature as these movements through life, uncover or discover the past to provide future 
sustenance.
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“The very things which they mould and draw, .... these things they treat in their turn as only images, but 
what they really seek is to get sight of those realities which can be seen only by the mind.”
An attempt to bridge the chasm between the transcendental planes of being, and an understanding of 
the newness of the present can only be calibrated from the expectation of the past - recollection of the 
future that has been - as we succumb to the pre-disposition of the present’s whim.
As the cracks in the current edifice of science continually grow, Plato builds an intimate kinship to 
comprehend the external world our senses are seemingly reporting to us.
An iteration in the line of reasoning that shows that space and time, are epistemologically grounded in 
the nature of the mind, ‘those realities which can be seen only by the mind’, and not ontologically in the 
nature of things.

The soul and remembering how one has felt not only replaces the lyrical with the epic, but retains an 
obscure sense of sublimity as memory presents experience and revisiting these significant memories - a 
calling upon psychological adventure - provides growth of the mind that was once maybe not possible to 
understand.

In essence, it is a motion of nostalgia, an uncovering of repressed thought and instance where the finding 
and placing of being can incline towards the emotion of dwelling.

A word that is a prime example of language being homonymous in nature and can be ascribed also to 
the placing of the house and space of the room in which one resides. 
In thinking homonymously here ourselves, the home is also recognised as a place in which to dwell 
and ruminate, two-fold in its condition as it can be a site of giving activity, life (a womb), space, depth, 
although also fuelled with oppression, fear, loss, entrapment and uncertainty. 

Take the political space of ‘Room 101’ in the Orwellian realm of Oceania where we are exposed not only 
to a sphere of phobia - as Winston is met with his dreaded fear of rats - but also to the extremes a party 
will go to implement regimes, as ultimate fear is enforced upon those questioned in this room, and a 
place which eradicates the ‘dwelling of thought’.

A society which is a synonym of the metaphor of separate spheres, an empirical separation between 
domestic and public phenomena which shows the everyday person indebted to the world of the 
‘dominant classes’, although even in private dwellings citizens are still under total surveillance, visibility 
and screening. 

The fathoming of the term ‘separate spheres’ has also been coined as the home referring to the place 
of women, an archaic cult that was representative of this same idea of being under assessment, 
and explicitly camouflaged male fear of what women could be capable of, as they were exiled to the 
domestic dwelling of the house whilst the male hierarchy prospered in the public realm. 

From an ontological stance, this application and idea of the room, specifically the bed(room) can again 
be inferred to Plato’s Allegory, which implies the questioning of the self and the reality of true being into 
the realms of super-physical existence, an unchangeable, transtemporal entity -(τὰ ὄντως ὄντα) as the 
bed is made by God.
However, the bedroom, when depicted by the artist represents a copy of a copy (relative of Baudrillard 
and the Simulacrum), the lowest level of ontological status and form of natural being, merely a degraded 
form.

The above conceptual perspective of the bed at its lowest, can be seen as a statement of passing and 
limited duration, however when imbued with emotions and feelings, it can be elevated to a representation 
of a life lived, happiness, grief. 
It becomes a room of one’s own, a womb with a view.
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A conception of art that displays an intuitive grasp and is typically attributed to Plato, although was Plato 
really arguing for these theories?

Plato theoretically explains that Greek artists attempted to show the forms where beauty primarily 
dominates, ‘ proportions are everywhere identified with beauty’.

Why beauty matters?
It should be mentioned that beauty - in terms of attaining to the idea of progression and gathering of 
knowledge rather than aesthetic connotations - is what dominates our sense perception, the way that we 
think and act as we pine for the ‘infinite’. 
A narrative logic and application to the movement of the real world where, historically speaking, the 
study of ‘thealogy’ and women had been removed and divided from this sphere of being the subject of 
beauty, without the reciprocity of experiencing and expressing a self-reflexive state, which is fundamental 
to the development of being. 
Instead, the materiality of womanhood was denied and rendered to only a profitable illusion that 
endorsed men; beginning to end, menstruation to menopause, the collective unconscious was stained 
and imposed by patriarchal fathoming.
Far from the world of rhetoric but rather, caught in the gaze of the academy, with the distinctions and 
obvious limitations to create fantasies out of the fictions made for them.
 Holding on for dear life, as the stench of death is alive.
Is this,
——————— The end of the line ————

Chapter three

Spirit of solitude   

The ‘Laugh of Medusa’ is a powerful representation of women’s subversive strategies in treatise writing 
and is a staple in my fascination towards the placement of women as protagonist and an embodiment of 
character that inclines to the ‘Femme Fatal’ status in a positive light. 

A poetic deliverance that is immediately revealed within the title as in true mythological terms, Medusa 
was not sensitive, nor fragile, or vulnerable, her behaviour in fact, was rather motivated by selfish 
narcissism - ‘she runs her risk’.

An archetype representative of all women as monsters, which has been seen throughout the existence of 
literary composition. 

Take Charlotte Perkins Gilman almost a century prior to Cixous: we can see in the following quotation 
that has been referenced from the ‘Yellow Wallpaper’, that the women contained within the patterns 
of the wallpaper are represented as ‘all those strangled heads and bulbous eyes and waddling fungus 
growth just shriek with derision!’. 

A trapping upon the field of phantasmagoria embedded within the flesh of the wallpaper and a reflected 
identity of the central protagonist herself that has turned graphic, as her sense of powerlessness in her 
marriage and the impoundment of bourgeois domesticity grows stronger, simultaneously, so does the 
brink to insanity. 

Treading openly upon this target towards the status of women, it is clear how Cixous’ literary agency 
within this essay is of a modernist undertaking, as she flips the portrayal of Medusa to show how her 
body - our bodies - are ‘beautiful’ and that ‘you only have to look at the Medusa straight on to see her. 
And she’s not deadly, she’s laughing’.
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An awakening to being stuck in a societal realm where she is ’kept in the dark about herself’ and in the 
environment of the 1900’s when her transcripts were written, all that women could wish to have and do 
could only be received through a single channel and choice - all must come through a small gold ring.

A narration that in turn also torments the reader’s mind, we are faced with an exposure to the ‘reality’ 
of phallocentrism and are encouraged instantly to question the sanity and creative imagination of the 
mindsets of such, as a great deal is left up to our own internalisation and encourage to think about the 
change that can be made in today’s lifeworld through the agency to write - a little breach and rupture, 
our own risk to be associated with.

The same world for both women and men should exist, the principle of equality of arms in desires, 
ambitions and energies.
With this heightened view upon the creation of literature and art within female bonding, you can see 
how it is utilised to understand and emphasise the value of ‘reason’ in the doctrine of feminine truth 
and implementing an anchor for female opposition to the late eighteenth-century sentimental vogue for 
madness.
It is an opportunity to move away from a colonial discourse and indicate that these very characteristics 
that were once rooted so deeply into the projections of society were all but a narcissistic gaze of the 
western male psyche.

‘ I shall speak about women’s writing: about what it will do. 
Woman must write her self: must write about women and bring women to writing from which they have 
been driven away as violently as from their bodies - for the same reasons, by the same law, with the 
same fatal goal. 
Woman must put herself into the text - as into the world and into history - by her own movement. 
-
Where is the ebullient, infinite woman who, immersed as she was in her naïveté, kept in the dark about 
herself, led into self-disdain by the great arm of parental-conjugal phallocentrism, hasn’t been ashamed 
of her strength? 
Who, surprised and horrified by the fantastic tumult of her drives, (for she was made to believe that a 
well-adjusted normal woman has a ... divine composure) hasn’t accused herself of being a monster? 
Who, feeling a funny desire stirring inside her (to sing, to write, to dare, to speak, in short, to bring out 
something new), hasn’t thought she was sick? 
Well, her shameful sickness is that she resists death, that she makes trouble. 
And why don’t you write? Write! 
Writing is for you, you are for you; your body is yours, take it.’

Suggestive of the Freudian conception of medical theory (precision) and that hysteria is a signifier of the 
‘wandering womb’, a ‘shameful sickness’ that reduced the feminine psychology too merely a diagnosis 
of notional lunacy, of making ‘trouble’.

The process of being driven mad by conflicting patterns and signs strikes a chord with many and 
certainly not a reflection that is only submitted to the feminine lifeworld. 

Indeed as the image of finding oneself in madness presents itself more vividly to all, this recognising in 
the pattern of madness, which is within ourselves becomes very much deceptive in its nature.

It is a perception of time through a space of joy and episodes of depravity, abjection, and in reading of 
the treatise’ end it is neither negative or positive, yet holds an ambivalent quality as the expression and 
toying of madness is an escape from one kind of cage into another. 

Craving intellectual stimulation and activity, as we weave life’s moments into place - our youthful and 
inexperience at the height of charm like Arachne away at her loom - evanescent as we implode and loom 
closer to death. 
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Nature in its purest sense where humanity is absent, the self being hidden and lost in a maze of possible 
meanings, possible opportunities, symbolic in its mirroring of our taut states. 

Cixous adopts this outwardly within the brevity of her paragraphs, reading almost like a gothic novel 
as elements of mystery are implied vigorously, although never the less distilling a poignant expression 
for advice and companionship as she offers a lucid summary of innocent pleasure through ‘her own 
movement’ of aesthetic tact and ‘desires stirring inside… to sing, to write, to dare, to speak, in short, to 
bring out something new’. 

A confidence in the reasonableness of her explanations and arguments is what grasps the reader’s 
punctum, a clarity in her delivery that draws images on the page and is reflective of a symbolic mirror to 
versions of herself, of other trapped women, to be free.

Evident of a poignant zone within literary evolution and a period that showed writings and texts began 
to tread upon an antithetical nature towards the conventional and psychological pressures exerted onto 
women at the time. 

But it should be questioned how women writers have treated this theme, as writing about madness is not 
automatically a sign of protest or disruption.

I like to think of it as a transversal space where the agency of illusion and bodily transformation are 
historically and contemporaneously conjoined, bringing me sweetly onto my next source of reference, 
the mythology of Circe.

Circe was a greek sorceress of Aeaea (pharmakeia) who is chronicled within Ovid’s ‘Metamorphoses’ 
and has a fatal impact to men who come into contact with her as Ulysses and his companions can attest 
too in their experience of being turned into pigs.

A mythic allusion within Ovid’s representation that subjects her and her characterisation to a world of 
promiscuity, vengeance and unruly territory to show the equation did not favour women.

In Miller’s modern translation - rendition, another writer who uses her hand in creative literature to rework 
original writings into feminist fabrications, ‘Circe’ is presented in all her ethereality and described within a 
terrain of beauty.

Her name meaning ‘hawk’ which sparks interpretations of the encompassing of knowledge and 
undergoing a mode of transformation. 

As change is part of the essence of what it is to be human.

Indicative of the power that Miller brings forth and shows a way that writing becomes an act of 
remembrance directed at restoration and regeneration, with also implementing an emphasis on the 
images of hope, redemption and rebirth in the final scene of the book as Circe makes a potion to reveal 
her true self, envisioning herself as a mortal falling in love and living happily ever after, growing old, with 
Telemachus (Ulysses’ son).

In Ovid’s original this is not the case for Circe’s course of life, yes the instance is the same where she 
decides to become mortal through consuming an elixir but all her rage, learning and growth ultimately 
resorts in a fatal ending of her entire being, you would think it would be the system to alter, but instead a 
suicidal fixation approaches as she attempts to run from the trauma of deity and societal governance. 
Endorsing this notion of femininity being hostile - ‘He fled the embrace of Circe and her hostile power 
of herbs and magic spells’ - a weak flame that needs to be ignited through male passion, a countersign 
made by Ovid as if to say our eventual death is in the hands of masculine energy, a metaphorical 
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becoming to how women will leave this earth as they came in - alone - only together in there weakness 
of being women. By working with the system and world they will never be what they want to be… 
instead the makings of a new one is in order.“I thought I cannot bear this world a moment longer. 
Then, child, make another.”There are similarities to both text, as we can all agree that Circe had a 
wisdom over the other nymph attendants, a wisdom that displays the liability of immortality and mortality. 
An act that no other sorcerer, sorceress, goddess or god would take into account as she wants to pave 
her own method of life, one that hasn’t been predetermined by the powers of above, but rather change 
her destiny even if it means that demise is eventually on the cards.But that’s what we are… are we not? 
Just a playing card, waiting for our next deal of hand, move, probability, a play on deception as we try 
our hardest to remain dimensional and not a flat character, unsuccessful in our ways. Throughout the 
derivation of photography and literary discourse, the artist has had a perspective on bringing playing 
cards to life, or should I say, give a sense of in-animation to the human, as these cards are typically 
portrayed with limbs that resemble an anthropomorphic being.A prominent characteristic that both 
illustration and writing have procured a relationship with, an example in mind being the Victorian novel, 
‘Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland’ (1865).Carroll, with this idea of immortality vs mortality taken in to 
account, evidently ascribes this personification to the character of ‘Queen of Hearts’, implying her ‘true’ 
nature of being the Goddess of Death as she orders ‘off with their heads’ but she too is only just a card; 
not far of the connotations made of the monarchy in real-life, as they incline towards being a stock 
character, misrepresentative of the masses (everyday person) and passive in nature.Envisioning this 
philosophy can be viewed as being permeated with conviction and inclines towards the proposed ideas 
by Descartes, of an object being imbued with meaning by not only the person who is reading it; but the 
person acquires a mirror to interpret them self - ‘I think, therefore I am - Cogito, ergo sum’.
In contrast, from viewing more of a contemporary perception of an object, seems to inform us of our 
extent within temporality; meeting our match in the things we encounter around it, perceiving, therefore 
we exist, where the object in turn has its own ownership, breath, form, where they too have been 
handled, touched and bruised, they to have an ambition - to reiterate a perfect example being the 
artefact of the bed.
With open eyes, is it not a reckoning; and as a kinship to fortune telling is revealed, at its height, it must 
be puzzled closely as a peculiar view upon the damsel in distress as she remains lost in this world and 
journey upon adulthood in all sense, psychologically, physically, divided and confused, in a Never-Land 
that refuses juvenility, Alice must acquire a lasting knowledge and wisdom that adheres to the laws of the 
adult lifeworld. 

Figure 2
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The screenshot sequence above in Figure 2, of the folk documentary, Arcadia, fits perfectly in my 
fascination upon this idea of ‘falling down the rabbit whole’ - a bad place. 
A filmic documentary that embarks on an abstract journey into the relationship of the human and their 
land, a whirlwind, as life as we know it caves in like a ‘house’ of cards.
Wright’s superimposition is key to defining his focus upon abstraction, flipping between various real-
life staging and animated illustration which has been influenced from the retrieval of archived footage 
specifically ‘Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland’. A lens of great interest that is again representative of 
the personifying of objects vs in-animation of humans. Taking Alice and her findings of wonderland 
‘through the looking glass’, which formally was known as ‘Alice’s Adventures Underground’, as we 
wander (wonder), hypnotised upon this crystal maze, represented by the male figure’s absent gaze upon 
the monochromatic spiral and the crystal ball. A portending and foretelling of the future in which we are 
heading towards, a license and right of life and death and an omen of divinity as we tread a path, wild 
into the woods of these fragmented journeys and down the rabbit hole of override which is destined by 
our destruction of nature (close-up of plant roots).

Killing the beauty of her veins, suffocating her win. 
THE STEM TO ALL BAD OMENS, ‘a mirror’ which is ‘cracked from side to side’.
A metaphor of uncertain hypotheses, possessed by doubt and the ambiguity of truth, exploited by 
others, ideas, plots and systems of power; just like Alice condemned to the world of monarchy (‘Queen 
of Hearts’ and her playing-card ‘men’) waiting for our acceptance into the ‘garden’, garden of plenty, 
garden of Eden. 

In content, like the characters in perpetual motion, the understanding of life has no true fixity and as the 
field and novel of observation narrows closer and unravels before the eye, could this be Carroll’s hidden 
referencing and allegorical encompassing of Plato’s ‘underground’ cave as Alice follows the White Rabbit 
down his burrowed tunnel, soaked in naïveté although more audacious than the prisoners who chose to 
believe second-hand from the markings and shadows in Plato’s Cave, as she had the drive to explore the 
wonderland, arriving at the other end, at the ‘truth’. 

Over(ton) turned the window and great battle of beliefs, a disruption to the housing of language, as Alice 
refuses to sit still and accept the laws of mundanity. 
Refuses, to become saturated, compelled… rendered to only a mere social commodity, that is attached 
to the product of parliamentary dwelling. 

A dwelling that individual thought and epiphany is the culprit in what could un-do this idea of the ‘house’ 
of language and doctrine that has been established through past decisions, as not adhering to these 
governmental guidelines is the same as a ‘cog’ out of ‘place’ in the system. 
For better or for worse, rich or poor, 
All in all, they want us to be a prisoner.

UNASHAMEDLY THE ONLY REALITY THAT EXISTS, IS SOMETIMES IN YOUR HEAD
SITTING OUT OF TIME, IN THE MIND’S GARDEN
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Chapter four 

Through the eyes of habit, an ecstasy of woe  

Figure 3

In keeping with this transcript of women being portrayed within fantastical and mythological realms - a 
structure that can be seen in the likes of and chronicles of Pandora, Jezebel, Penelope, Lilith (antithesis 
of Eve - a shadow) and Messalina - Figure 3 will be introduced as a model of allegory where the focus 
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can be pinpointed to the study of Salomé and her relationship to time.

A neurotic affair almost, with her own mind, as patience is tested and not limitless in consumption as she 
wants what she can not have, a separation and confrontation between the encounter and world of the 
sacred and profane. 

Beardsley engulfs a language and tone within Figure 3, an illustration called ‘The Climax’ which directly 
draws a link to Wright’s visual descriptions and our focus upon female (sexuality) sorcery, that again also 
declares the juxtaposition of mortality and immortality. 

In exploring Beardsley’s ideas through his most intensive work, the appearance of ‘The Climax’ expands 
on this idea that whilst all evils are released, hope never flees nor dies (Elpis - Spirit).

John the Baptiste suspended in a jarring and harsh death, executed under the order of Salomé - against 
his will - but lies tethered and juxtaposed with an essence of vitality as the petaled flower and fluid water 
drift through the image.

It must also be regarded that the placement of both protagonist (a conscious choice?) is with the white 
background, another metaphorical mode that is figurative of the vault of Heaven, a symbol of the 
promised land where freedom and dreams can eventuate, pertinent of making the viewer feel empathy 
for Salomé as we realise she is not manipulative and should not pertain to the realm of ‘femme fatale’ 
manifestations.

The depth in which this unveils psychological and social dysfunctions is direct although enables a 
narrative of resistance and creation, where burdens can become gifts, leaving room for hope, recovery 
and a depth of peace, but that is only obvious as the key is in Salomé’s name.

Peace vs Satan, 
Which one will it be?

One would say its an expiation for the sins and wrong doings of one’s being, obsessed by carnal desires 
and a source that leads and makes a fantastic link to the writings of Freud and hysteria, as Salomé is 
too suspended (pendula), a wandering womb that is empirical of women being notorious for licentious 
behaviour, as she is the culprit, for being a ‘foul’ criminal, a type of ‘fungus’ that needs to be examined 
and cultured.

Held sway by the mixing of temporal with eternal, life in aid of death, dark with light, we can think 
of this mythological awakening, a reckoning out of disguise, as a matrix to uncovering the personal 
unconscious and fathoming of the other-world.

All life will end in death, and each day will die with sleep.

In referencing this photographic example, the complex interaction that is exposed draws a clear 
analogy between the body and space, with the individual and the collective in frame, both personal and 
political shame, a figure of speech is erected which shows the ambivalence of temporal style, paranoia, 
nightmares, blood, menstruation, earth, sky, gods, mortals and most importantly (ghostly) presences; as 
well as implicitly offers a critical depiction of madness, how women are the procreators of this ‘dark side’ 
that is devoid of the feelings of sentiments.

‘Much madness is divinest sense, 
To a discerning eye, much sense the starkest madness’

To expand on Dickinson, sometimes those who seem vindictive and ‘insane’ are actually the ones who 
have it all figured out, after all, who is to question sanity and individual epiphany, ‘we’re all mad here. I’m 
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mad. You’re mad… but I’ll tell you a secret. All the best people are.’

Conclusion

Of childish fantasies, a little breach and rupture won’t hurt  

Figure 4

In gravitating towards Figure 4, this essence of the visual mediates my curiosity and catharsis journey, as 
one feels compelled, almost as if themselves, are within the image.

A mode of hypnosis as you look into the ‘eye’, a methodology provoking ideas similar of the panopticon 
and electrical circuitry that is the window of our discourse, layered in nostalgic purity as the protagonist, 
‘Joanne’, observes her surroundings on her road trip, casually absorbed into the tissue of life.
 
An interpretation, that identifies as being part biographical narrative, experimental collage and personal 
meditation with a spirit of greater equanimity, where womanhood is at the heart and centre of the 
narrative - gender on the agenda; a mode of accepting philosophically what we cannot change should 
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be pondered, continuing to exist as an aloof and yet calculating species, making our way through to the 
calm.

The title in itself is representative of this idea, the definition of ‘Sùil’ in Scottish Gaelic means vision, eye, 
hope, a modified alteration of Old Irish where the accent used to be inverted. 

In researching the origin of this word, links to folklore are made generously, in scope a perfect 
observation for this works hypothesis. 

With an obvious being the similarities with the name Sulis, in Celtic Polytheism, she is the goddess of 
wisdom and decision-making, a solar (sky) deity and mother goddess of giving life to choice, power and 
strength.

A solar deity is a sky god/dess representative of the sun, ‘the form of the good’, and in thinking 
metaphorically, as well as in essence, poetically here, the assumption can be pertained to her being the 
eye of the sky.

A symbolic and gripping choice made in the title that when realised visually, can be understood in how 
‘Joanne’ is staring up to the sky, a concentration upon this light that comes with introspection and 
individual integrity but also encourages the viewer to experience the subtleties and nuances of societal 
laxity, for fear of the unknown (other-world) and the apprehension of death/pain, is latently the ruling 
principle in distinguishing the sublime.
It is our blindness to phenomenology which calls for the craft of writing and conversation to be at the 
pinpoint of agency, and it seems wise to quote our leading lady Cixous here as ‘writing is for you’. 

A benevolent drive that exposes literary material can be an expressive form to allow volume of the voice, 
dreams, ambition and a means to understanding how we are impelled together as the urge for laws and 
institutions penetrates our curious callings (‘curiouser and curiouser’). 

It is this flourishing towards madness, continuation of experience and burgeoning of youth’s terrors that 
indwells our connection to the earth but at the same time, a simultaneous bearing of the terrors that 
come with seniority.

A STAGING OF PROGRESSION
Starting here, now.

LIFE’S RIDDLING, WATCH, AS WE SINK DEEPER
STEALING THE GRAVITY UNDER OUR FEET
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Prologue

Humans construct meaning based on experience. The sum of our experiences and feelings, in other 
words, the phenomenological understanding result in art as the metaphor that expresses this intangible 
part of existing. This essay is going to explore the notion of the ineffable, that which is incapable of being 
expressed in words, as the intangible nature of existence.
When we look at the history of art, we notice how every new movement emerges as a critical answer to 
what happened before. Until very recently, the way most of humanity experienced the world changed 
drastically as a virus rapidly spread around the globe. Governments mobilized to contain the spread, 
limiting free movement, contact between people and other basic human privileges which our generation 
took for granted. The recurring patterns in human behaviour and history reveal themselves as we 
experience yet another upheaval of social reality. 

The recurring pattern in the arts seems to be its aim, which to my belief, lies in the pursuit of representing 
the ineffable as essence. In philosophy, the essence has always been absolute understanding, in religion, 
it lies in understanding through the divine being, in arts the essence lies in the revelation of the invisible, 
the mysterious. I believe that there can be no revelations of essence, only metaphors.

The aura of this earth must not be extinguished
Let me not trample through the mysteries I meet on my path, stifle the secrets
Of flowers, eyes, lips and graves
With my reason.
Mysterious wonders, secrets
Hidden in the profound depth of darkness
Are extinguished by the glare of those who would reveal
With their reason.
As the gaze of the moon traces
The shadows of the enigma, enhances
The mystery of darkening horizons
Their cold secret depths are etched
With my light.
The enigma, the secret, the mystery
Grow under the scrutiny of my gaze
The flowers, the eyes, the lips, the graves
That I must meet and greet equally
With my love.

In this translated version of the poem written by philosopher and poet Lucian Blaga, originally published 
in Romanian in 1919, the role of the poet is not to decipher the mysteries of the world but to potentiate 
them through contemplation of the concrete forms through which they appear. The role of poetry is 
to help visualise in writing the mysteries of the universe and enhance them through myth and symbol, 
elements specific to the imagination. Creation is seen as the mediator between the individual and 
the world that does not reduce the mystery of knowledge. Here, the word is not used to name but to 
suggest, just as art should be a vehicle, not an answer to the unknown.

Introduction

In the exploration of the idea of the ineffable I keep finding myself reluctant to give examples. This 
reluctance is a result of the fact that, when examples are specified, there begins to be a sort of 
classification of what one is trying to express. Whereas the ineffable is something that defies explanation. 
It is universally felt and dealt with, and when one tries to pin the thoughts related to this down, the infinite 
meanings and forms in which the ineffable can be reflected seem to elude any critical understanding of 
it. Not only is the ineffable something intangible but it encompasses that which is too mysterious to be 
expressed.
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Illustrative of the role I am trying to undertake as the narrator of this analysis is similar to that of the 
character called ‘Stalker’ in Andrei Tarkovsky’s 1979 film ‘Stalker’. In the film, the ‘Stalker’ is the person 
who engages in the illegal activity of traversing a prohibited realm called the ‘Zone’. The Stalkers guide 
outsiders through this sealed off territory that defies rules of physics and space. Outsiders come into 
the Zone for a place that lies at the center called the ‘Room’, where people go to express their deepest 
desires, in the hopes that they will be fulfilled. The Stalker, being a regular visitor of the Zone, is familiar 
with the intricacies involved with traversing the path to the ‘Room’ and guides two people he met in a 
bar, the ‘Scientist’ and the ‘Writer’, through this space. They set off, and the monochromatic tones of the 
film switch to colour as they approach the Zone. The path that leads to the Room is not only dangerous, 
but it also seems to be changing with every visit to the Zone. 

My attempts can be compared to the attempts of the Stalker in that he is not sure himself of the road he 
is walking, because the environment of the Zone is always changing and the rules of the real world do 
not apply there. Despite the dangerous quality of this realm, the Stalker feels a powerful attraction to this 
place that makes him want to revisit and bring other people along on his journey. For him the Zone might 
represent an escape from the industrial mechanical and sepia tones of his real life in the city, as well as a 
place where one can hope. However, the audience cannot know this for certain because his own desires 
are never uttered, and he does not seem to wish for them to be expressed either, which is shown in his 
refusal to enter the Room. His expressiveness results from the conversations he has with the people he 
guides, which reveal his inner sensibility reflected in ideas and poems. This film’s picturing of the invisible 
is seminal to my understanding of the visual conceptualization of the ineffable, which is why I will be 
returning to this film throughout my writing.

Fig 1. Stalker (1979)

The three protagonists that went in search of the truth ultimately decide that this invisible truth is not 
even worth finding out. They struggle to express their desires once arrived at the Room because, as 
the Writer acknowledges by the end of the film, none can know their true desires, ‘the essence which 
governs our life of which we know nothing’ (Stalker, 1979, 02:10:48). Thus, the problem with the concept 
of the ineffable is revealed. Through an attempted definition it becomes tangible, and we cannot become 
aware of it because the unknowability of it escapes us. 

In this piece of writing, I will be focusing on the shift from a material-oriented world to the immaterial, 
representing the spiritual battle of today’s existence, which defines what the ineffable means to me. I will 
be doing this by focusing on the evolution of sculpture-based practices in relation to visual arts while 
simultaneously considering how these influence each other.
In my attempt at sculpting and understanding how one might visualise the ineffable, I am going to be 
referencing sculptor Constantin Brâncuși, artist Robert Smithson and film director Andrei Tarkovsky 
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along with philosopher Slavoj Žižek and Martin Heidegger to help illustrate ideas around ineffability and 
existence. Finally, I will be including contemporary singer Grime’s digital self ‘WarNymth’ which I believe 
convey an attempt at capturing the ineffability of existence. 

The attempt of writing about what is difficult to describe positions me between creativity and anxiety. The 
relationship between creativity and anxiety is seen as an act of freeing oneself from old patterns and an 
actualization of possibility in the desire for progress by existential psychologist Rollo May:
Because it is possible to create — creating one’s self, willing to be one’s self, as well 
as creating in all the innumerable daily activities …. one has anxiety. One would have 
no anxiety if there were no possibility whatever... It always involves destroying the 
status quo, destroying old patterns within oneself, progressively destroying what one 
has clung to from childhood on, and creating new and original forms and ways of 
living. If one does not do this, one is refusing to grow, refusing to avail himself of his 
possibilities; one is shirking his responsibility to himself. (1950, p. 38-39)

Hence, I am including personal philosophies constructed around a critical understanding of art practices 
to explore how an embodied experience of the ineffable and critical theory can be intertwined. This 
process, although might end in inadequacy, is one of reckoning with the struggles of telling the story 
of that which simply cannot be told. In a tangential attempt to define the undefinable, I hope that the 
journey that I take you on will illustrate something of the incomprehensive quality of the ineffable and 
how this might be expressed in art.

Chapter 1
Expressing The Ineffable 

One day she stepped out of her grey house with a crumbled piece of paper in her firmly tightened 
hand. She set out to riot against the dying of the light. She thought the sun was going down that night 
and would never rise again. She had long watched the sun and the sun watched her in return, but this 
morning the sun had turned its back. She raised her binoculars to her blue pristine eyes and searched 
through them for the tallest cliff she could find. She put on her neatly pressed colorful dress, left her cozy 
home, and set out for the cliff. Her hometown had stayed the same, it was just as bleak and boring to 
her. It seemed to her that the whole world was asleep, and she was the only one breathing. After a long 
journey, she sat down on the tallest cliff. She took out her crumbled words and began reading them 
to the sun. “I know you always shine so bright and I think it can be tiresome to shine so much for so 
long, but I feel the same way when I walk down the streets and kick the stones. The war never stopped, 
and some people carry it still in their hearts. The light has faded. But you’re still here and I’m still here.” 
Raising her head from the paper to the grey sky she asked the sun to turn around. “Please, don’t leave 
me alone.” She didn’t wait for an answer, she got up and left for her eternally grey house.
Diary entry, September, aged 13

This piece of writing from my old diary illustrates how words might be used to create a written image 
of the ineffable. The way we think and perceive is directly bound to our use of language by employing 
metaphors, adjectives, and linguistic constructs. Considering how the act of writing is a form of 
expression, meaning is created through narration. Art, religion and how we remember things are the 
stories we tell ourselves and they become the narrative we believe in. Slavoj Žižek declares ‘We need the 
excuse of a fiction to stage what we truly are.’ (The Pervert’s Guide to Cinema 2006, 2:15:31)

The ineffable is defined as something that is incapable of being expressed in words, according to 
Merriam – Webster dictionary. Therefore, this definition implies that there exists an insufficiency in spoken 
or written language to represent external or internal factors that make up what we might call reality. The 
inability to use language as its purpose declares indicates a discrepancy between meaning and the 
symbols that language is used to represent. In linguistics, the signifier is the word or the symbol, what we 
use to express meaning, while the signified is the meaning and the concept behind the signifier. French 
philosopher Jacques Derrida critiques the ability of language and words to represent by claiming that ‘a 
historico-metaphysical epoch must finally determine as language the totality of its problematic horizon’ 
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(1976, p. 6). He takes this a step further by maintaining that the signifier only symbolizes other signifiers, 
coining the term “the signifier of the signifier” which sees language as merely a transcript of what people 
truly mean:

By a hardly perceptible necessity, it seems as though the concept of writing - no 
longer indicating a particular, derivative, auxiliary form of language in general (whether 
understood as communication, relation, expression, signification, constitution of 
meaning or thought, etc. ), no longer designating the exterior surface, the insubstantial 
double of a major signifier, the signifier of the signifier is beginning to go beyond the 
extension of language. (1976, p.6-7)

Therefore, the ineffable is not communicable in terms of linguistics. True experience cannot be 
transferred to another, because in the written description of that experience it becomes defined through 
linguistic constructs, which confer a symbolic gesture that attempts to reveal the ineffable. To this end, 
logos becomes insufficient in representing the metaphysical existence and the void is bridged by arts 
and spiritualism.

In photography, theorist Roland Barthes defines the ineffable realm beyond language, the signified of 
the photograph, as punctum. Barthes writes ‘A photograph’s punctum is that accident which pricks me’ 
(1982, p. 27). It is the ineffable part of the structure of a photograph, the part which the viewer cannot 
pin down in words, that generates meaning by invoking our emotional perception. While Barthes’s 
reading of the punctum seems to be related to specific areas of the image, for example, a necklace 
or a boy’s crossed arms, he ultimately finds that to experience the ineffable is best to sit in silence as 
‘subjectivity reduced to its hedonist project could not recognize the universal.’ (1982, p. 60). According 
to this analysis, the contact between the viewer and the photographic image is defined by the viewer’s 
emotional perception, unable to take the form of expression. Desires are projected onto each photograph 
and the attempt to articulate them is recognized by Barthes as a meaningless attempt.

When we visit art galleries, when we watch a film, or when we listen to music there are always some 
pieces that grab our attention and ‘speak’ to us more than others. To experience works of art means 
to be affected. Barthes’ punctum can be thought of as the ineffable understanding of what makes a 
piece of work stand out to a viewer, but which cannot be put into words in the moment of contact to the 
piece and perhaps should not even be attempted. The intangible, ineffable quality of a piece of work 
is transfigured from the realm of the mind’s language to an art form and an ineffable essence of things 
inside the artist’s mind gets through to the viewer’s sensibilities. Essentially indescribable, art oscillates 
between reality and imagination and is made concrete by the struggle to take a form.

Chapter 2
The Form

Whereas in Chapter 1 it was discussed how the ineffable might get across to the viewer and the 
limitations of language, from this point forward the form that the ineffable sentiment can take up in 
artistic expression will be considered. 

Discussing the shape that art can take is in its own a very large theme, but it can be said for certain 
that the way artistic ideas have taken form has considerably changed through history. The renaissance 
period was concerned with the human ideal and art was an embodiment of an ideal world, political 
and religious, in a more representational manner. As people developed tendencies towards abstraction 
because of technological advancements and the industrial revolution, by the late 19th century modernism 
began calling the ideological base of the structure of society and human behaviour into question. 
Impressionist movements and expressive art sought to represent a reality beyond surface, referring to a 
predilection for fleeting impressions, for the vague and nuanced. 

Representative of modernist thinking in sculpture, in the 20th century Constantin Brancusi freed the 
medium from the preponderance of a realistic imitation of nature that was recognized with this art 
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form, paving the way to abstraction. Concerned with the ineffable realm he sought to give shape to 
an underlying reality in a physical static form, claiming ‘What is real is not the external form, but the 
essence of things. Starting from this truth it is impossible for anyone to express anything essentially real 
by imitating its exterior surface.’ (Brancusi, 1926). His truth was revealed through the materiality of the 
object by reducing things to their essence, for example, the essence of flight is sought to be represented 
in the 1924 pieces ‘Bird in Space’ (see Fig. 2). The bird’s wings and head are removed, sculpting the 
narration of immateriality in a seamless shape. What is revealed is simply the ineffability of existential 
flight. 

Fig. 2. L’Oiseau dans I’espace (Bird in space), (1932)

Figure 2 shows the sculptor’s photographic documentation of one of his ‘Bird in Space’ pieces. The act 
of self-documentation gives a new dimension to the creative process of his sculptural work. Brancusi 
had his own view of how he wanted the ineffable to be evoked and the experimentation with light 
and shadows in the photographs reveal his ideal of representation. The material form is transferred 
onto a two-dimensional plane of experience, removing the direct experience of the physical sculptural 
object. One can notice the desire to translate the essence of the sculpture into the timelessness of the 
photograph; the sculpture’s shadow cast on the wall deforms the verticality of the object to an even more 
dramatic shape, reminiscent of movement. ‘Brancusi used photography, then, not only as an analytical 
apparatus but as a metaphor. Highly composed, his pictures make visible that which is not immediately 
perceptible.’ (Marcoci 2010, p. 99). His artistic ideals thus survive in more than one medium and the 
technical decisions help shape them further in time and space. The visualization of the ineffable is 
achieved in the form of the photograph and of the sculptural piece, the two mediums directly influencing 
one another in how the work is meant to be perceived. An ode to an intangible idea which for the 
sculptor meant ‘the essence of things’ is brought about through visual elements.

Whereas Brancusi sculpted his truth in physical, material forms, which he worked on directly with his 
hands to a perfect finish intended to remain unchanged throughout all of history, postmodern practices 
of sculpting play with the concept of form to a much greater extent.   
            
To illustrate a postmodernist approach to the visualization of the ineffable and its form in sculptural 
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practices I am going to be looking at Robert Smithson. Smithson is a conceptual artist working in the 
1970s, who used landscape as his sculpting ground. Also called earth art or environmental art, Smithson 
completely moves away from European art ideals and culture. He does this through interventions in the 
landscape which involve dumping mud, concrete, and rocks onto the earth, to re-shape the form of the 
natural environment. Common throughout Smithson’s oeuvre is the idea of entropy, which is an ineffable 
concept in its definition. Entropy is a term used in physics which states that no object remains the same, 
as matter, being part of a molecular system, finds itself in constant decay because energy fades away 
over time, and disperses into the surrounding environment. Outside of physics, the idea of entropy 
can be interpreted as the tendency of things to lose order if left unattended. His experiments with the 
concept of entropy culminate in the 1972 piece ‘Spiral Jetty’. The Spiral Jetty is a formation of mud earth 
and rocks dumped carefully to create a spiral shape in a red-hued lake. (see Fig. 3)

Fig. 3. Spiral Jetty (1970)

This piece is not a finished ‘sculpture’, non-static in the way Brancusi’s work is. It is a physical 
embodiment of the inevitability of time passing and the entropic changes that this action generates in an 
environmental system. From the making of the piece to its existence until after it is finished, a process 
of constant shape-shifting takes place. Eventually, the whole construction will either disappear or erode, 
finding itself at the mercy of the natural processes. 

Smithson’s exploration of the ineffable can be understood as the attention to natural processes that 
occur beyond the immediate surface. His focus in particular lies in the erosion of the material and mind: 
I am interested in great masses of materials that are threatened by physical forces… 
Your mental processes are always being pushed out of shape too, so no matter how 
precise you get or how strict you are, there is always a shift or a breakdown in the 
mental process. (Smithson 1996, p. 240).

His writings beautifully evoke the purpose of art in the understanding of the ineffable, claiming that 
the fragmentation, discontinuity, and incompleteness in art allow for a better understanding of a 
‘vacant eternity’ that cannot be included in determined meanings (Smithson 1996, p. 333), outlining 
a postmodern concern with fragmentation of art, space and time. In the introduction to Smithson’s 
writings, Jack Flamm elaborates on the connection between form and limits in the artists’ vision: ‘In fact, 
Smithson’s conception of art in general allows for great fluidity between the various incarnations of a 
work and involves resistance to a single, simple time and place, even to a single physical form.’ (1996, 
xviii). In this manner, Smithson goes beyond the fixed form of sculptural practices and introduces the 
audience to sculpture that embodies entropic form shifting.
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The way the work is viewed is non-direct. In contrast to gallery spaces, which provide the viewer with 
a space designated for art, Smithson places his out into the world. One must search in the natural 
world outside the space of the gallery to have a direct encounter with the Spiral Jetty. To make his 
pieces accessible, Smithson employs visual mediums to personally capture and present his works. 
Figure 3 is a screengrab from the film put together for Spiral Jetty. In the film, the dimensions of form 
are developed further. In contrast to the precise method of Brancusi’s working style and personal 
documentation, Smithson’s methods of working imply unpredictability of form. His film is a dimension 
of movement, described as a succession of frames, ‘a stream of viscosities both still and moving, 
fragments of things obscure and fluid’ (Smithson 1996, p. 150), echoing the entropic character of the 
Spiral Jetty. In his writings on art, Smithson critiques the use of photography to create false experiences, 
‘There is something abominable about cameras, because they possess the power to invent many 
worlds.’ (Smithson 1996, p. 371). Given the inaccessibility of the work, the moving pictures become a 
replacement of the piece, carving the experience of the Spiral Jetty into a psychedelic spiralling montage 
accompanied by a dispersed discourse that perfectly encapsulate the main themes of the piece. 

A postmodern denial of grand narratives is evident both in Smithson’s Spiral Jetty and in the film made 
to showcase the piece. By the 1980s postmodernism had become the dominant discourse, associated 
with ‘anything goes’, pluralism, fragmentation, allusions, a fixation on the perpetual present, allegory, 
and quotations. As anything goes, the search for truth is abolished. The form of art is evolving further 
into abstraction as the form of the outside world seems to shatter into an endless combination of genres 
and methods. Because of this, techniques and canons have been made obsolete, which relay a sense of 
despair as there exist no traditions to build on. The crisis of the modern artist is highlighted by Neumann 
when discussing the individual disintegration that modern painters experience in tandem with the 
disintegration of the cultural canon: 

Each of them is a world in himself endeavoring alone to ward off the chaos that 
menaces him or to give it form, each with his own characteristic desperation. It is no 
accident that we hear so much today of the void and forlornness of the individual. And 
the profound anxiety, the sense of insecurity, up rootedness and the world dissolution 
at work in these painters ... (1959, p.112)

Neumann explains here how the crisis of the external world is deeply felt by the artist, in this way art is a 
representation of an inner world. One cannot separate art from the artist because it comes from within. 
The entropy of the world has increased exponentially in modern times and these continuous changes 
affect the form of art, making it permanently shift and reinvent itself. The evolution of art is tied to the 
understanding of the world and the relation of the self to it. A fragmented reality makes for a fragmented 
understanding of knowledge and truth. Hence, we cannot expect to find an ultimate truth in art, since it 
reflects our own fractured understanding. 

Chapter 3
The Limits Of Being

Thinking about ineffability from the point of view of limitations can also be compared to what happens 
in the context of scientific materialism. Facts can be provided by science, which attempts to describe 
the world and the way things function. For instance, love can be described as a reaction of the 
neurochemicals dopamine, testosterone, estrogen, oxytocin, and vasopressin. We understand these 
facts as a series of synaptic connections, but this does not tell us anything about the experiential or 
the existential definition of love. There exist no adequate or complete scientific explanation for how 
subjective experience of the material world can arise from the material world. The effect love produces 
cannot be defined by scientific facts. It remains largely ineffable. This is why a similar indescribable 
sentiment is conceptualized in terms of spiritualism. The ineffable is also equated to religion and to art 
practices that cannot be quantifiable. 
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This complicated relationship between mind and matter, science and spiritualism are put quite simply 
in words by Slavoj Žižek when he claims that idealism is materialist (Casper Børretzen 2012, 45:15). 
Idealism, the view that reality is composed of ideas, cannot be separated from materialism, the view 
that reality is defined by material interactions. As such, Žižek claims that today’s idealism, which lies in 
spiritualism, clings to the inertia of experience, of matter (Casper Børretzen 2012, 45:27). Ideas come 
combined with attitudes and the idea of who we are is situated in an existence defined by outside 
factors: we are born into a physical world and the way we experience life is limited to the experience of 
our material bodies. Despite this, we move through the present and observe each new moment with a 
consciousness made up of infinite impressions, distortions, and associations. The connection between 
consciousness and environment is highlighted in the following quote related to the artist’s determination 
to conquer the impossible:

                              Fig. 4. Rouen Cathedral West Façade (1892 – 1894)

What a painter enquires into is not the nature of the physical world but the nature of 
our reactions to it. He is not concerned with causes but with the mechanisms of certain 
effects. His is a psychological problem – that of conjuring up a convincing image 
despite the fact that not one individual shape corresponds to what we call ‘reality’. 
(Gombrich 1977, p.44)

Claude Monet’s different renderings of the facade of Rouen Cathedral (Fig. 4) reveal a psychological 
perception of reality. Monet intended to capture the effect of light on the church by attempting to paint 
the facade at different times of the day. Although it is the same subject, one can see in Figure 4 how 
different the building is visualised in each rendering, as it appeared in the artist’s mind. The correlation 
between scientific materialism, which is the observation of the physical phenomena, and the ineffable 
experience of the affect that this leaves upon the painter could be evidenced in this example through the 
variations of colour. In turn, we perceive Monet’s painting and are affected by the ineffable quality that an 
external phenomenon generated in him.

In philosophy, the subjective experience of the world, and the shape we give to the world from the 
first-person point of view is studied by phenomenology. An important phenomenological philosopher is 
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Martin Heidegger, for whom, the mystery of existing was expressed in what he called ‘Das Sein’ (Being). 
He rejects the notion of the human being as a spectator of objects claiming that both subject and object 
are inseparable (Horrigan-Kelly et. al. 2016, p.2). For Heidegger, ‘Being’ was thus the descriptions or 
accounts that ‘Dasein’ (being there) provided of their everydayness or ordinary existence (Heidegger 
1927/2011, p. 38). Considering the relation between subject and object, for Descartes, the issue with 
knowledge lies in ‘how to justify the transition from the subject’s certainty about its own existence 
to knowledge about the external world, from what is subjectively certain to what is objectively true. 
However, what is certain is not therefore true because truth is beyond certainty’ (Rockmore 1997, p. 61) if 
we were to consider the mystery of being conscious.

Anil Seth addresses phenomenology from a neuroscientific perspective. His talk about consciousness 
and the brain considers truth as a hallucinatory mode of understanding, presenting the idea that 
our brains ‘hallucinate’ our conscious reality. According to him, what we perceive is the brain’s best 
guess of what resides out there in the physical world. The electrical impulses it receives is how we 
interpret symbols of perception, which we process through our own understanding that forms mental 
expectations of what we should be feeling and seeing, thus hallucinating an expectation of the real. Seth 
argues ‘We don’t just passively perceive the world; we actively generate it. The world we experience 
comes as much, if not more from the inside out as from the outside in.’ (TED, 2017). Thinking only knows 
a backward glance and consciousness is a subjective experience.

Therefore, we can never know everything, there are known knowns, known unknowns, and as Žižek 
might add, unknown knowns: things that we know but we don’t know we know, in other words, the 
unconscious (Timothy Morton, 2009). To think into the roots of our understanding can lead one to go into 
a contradictory dialectical process that has a mental limit. Carl Jung touches on the limits of cognition 
when discussing the theory of dreams: 

Moreover, apperception translates the observed fact into a seemingly 
incommensurable medium – into a psychic event, the nature of which is unknowable. 
Unknowable, because cognition cannot cognize itself – the psyche cannot know its 
own psychic substance. There is thus an indefinite number of unknown factors in every 
experience, in addition to which the object of cognition is always unknown in certain 
respects since we cannot know the ultimate nature of matter itself. (1990, p. 66)

Going down the rabbit hole will only leave us with more and more doors to open, none of them really 
containing anything, or leading anywhere because nothing quite adds up to each other if looked at 
closely. The limits of the phenomenological being in the physical body are exactly the limits of the 
ineffable representation in art practice. 

Matter and soul are an important theme in Tarkovsky’s films. In Stalker the modern society has 
progressed materially but has disconnected spiritually, attempting to conquer the infinite with the finite. 
The Stalker world is stripped of magic; meaning and spirituality seem to be replaced by debris and dirt.

It’s in this disintegration of the very material nature of reality which provides the 
spiritual depths. Tarkovskian subjects, when they pray, they don’t look up. They look 
down. They even sometimes as in Stalker, put their head directly onto the earth. (The 
Pervert’s Guide to Cinema, 2006, 2:19:54)

For Tarkovsky, religion is a vehicle of expressing the ineffability of existence. The way the characters 
pray could express a wish to return to soil, to The Nothing, in Heideggerian terms, as if to establish a 
connection between matter and soul. ‘For Heidegger, the question of God’s existence or non-existence 
has no philosophical relevance. The self can only become what it truly is through the confrontation with 
death, by making a meaning out of our finitude’ (Critchley, 2009). Tarkovsky sculpted his truth through 
cinema, proposing that the true purpose of art is to prepare a person for death, not to put ideas across 
(1986, p.43). 

Arts can give the viewer a glimpse into what it cannot experience on its own, as we find ourselves limited 
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by our own perception, cognition and by time. It can be argued that our understanding of the ineffable 
through artistic practices consists the ineffable. Absolute understanding remains outside our reach and 
it is up to the arts and literature and the phenomenological experience to think about those things which 
reside outside, about the quintessential humanness that defines experience. The attempt to define the 
ineffable is at the same time what drives us as humans.

Chapter 4
The Digital Ineffable - Expanding The Being

Having established how concrete form has developed into disintegration throughout Chapter 2 and by 
looking at bodily and cognitive limitations in Chapter 3, it is evident how living in a fragmented reality 
of postmodern uncertainty generates the desire to express this new reality in order to cope and better 
understand it, and perhaps even go beyond it. Today, technological advancements have made for an 
ever more fragmented and disconnected reality.

Instances when we would be physically present and would touch things and work on them laboriously 
are scarce in a digital society. Even more so is this evident today, as institutions, schools, entertainment 
and almost all communication are gradually moving in the online sphere. The tangibility of the real 
world is confined to the four walls of our homes and the screens which we stare at all day long. The 
materiality of touch has been lost to immateriality as technology keeps advancing and we have more 
tools that help us create new worlds, sculpt a digital reality with digital identities, creating an illusion of 
the real to replace an ostensibly decadent real. For Heidegger, the essence of technology is the way of 
being of modern man. Replacing a way of conducting themselves towards the world, technology acts 
as a ‘standing-reserve’: ‘Since man drives technology forward, he takes part in ordering as a way of 
revealing.’ (Heidegger 1977, p. 18)

In this chapter we shall look at photographic practices in the digital age to better understand the 
influence photography can have on contemporary sculpting practices, and how it helps sculpt an 
ineffable existence.

Our existence and identity in society are at present mostly confirmed through the digital presence. The 
virtual real is slowly replacing the way we choose to represent ourselves. Since their emergence, social 
media platforms have been a tool for faux representation by presenting a curated real. New technologies 
enable the human to create a more complex rendering of their real selves in the form of digital avatars. 
Virtual interactions might soon evolve from the common two-dimensional experience, largely composed 
of photographs that shows up on a feed, to three-dimensional (3D) characters that occupy interactive 
spaces such as virtual social worlds, virtual multiplayer games, or online gallery exhibitions. If not 
now, perhaps in the distant future these could make up the way an online based digital generation 
experiences the world.

In the music industry, digital avatars are oftentimes used to replace the real artist. Last year, musician 
Claire Elise Boucher, who goes by the pseudonym ‘Grimes’, conceptualized together with her brother 
Mac Boucher the creation of her digital avatar. In collaboration with 3D artist Dylan Kowalski, her digital 
avatar called ‘WarNymth’ was rendered by Kowalski using 3D software editing tools (see Fig. 5). In a 
sense, this could be recognized as a desire to transcend the bodily limits of confinement, by using this 
character to represent an idea of the self on magazine covers and on social media and at the same 
time living up to the rules of confinement that pandemics involve. ‘The avatar allows us to play to the 
strengths of digital existence rather than be a human trying to navigate a world that isn’t made for us…’ 
explains Boucher (2020). This project, in part marketing strategy, shows conceptual thinking by playing 
with ideas on identity, representation and facades.
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Fig. 5. WarNymth (2020)

Shifting away from a digital rendering of a real identity, which could be interpreted as a symbolic 
visualisation of the musician’s desires to be represented through the non-real, the existing real world 
can also be manipulated into digital existence through processes like photogrammetry. Photogrammetry 
analyses images to extract information about physical objects which helps determine distances or 
other facts about the environment. Of interest to the arts is the use of this process in creating three-
dimensional scans of real-life objects from photographs. Advanced photogrammetry rigs, like the one 
pictured in Figure 6, can capture a real person or object in high detail with the help of 156 cameras 
that can photograph simultaneously various angles. The photographs are afterwards placed into digital 
sculpting software that help create a 3D digital sculptural product using the retrieved photographic 
data. This makes the laborious work recognized with traditional sculpting methods obsolete, as an 
instant 3D-printable sculpture of anything that could be photographed can be created. Of interest is the 
idea that a material object can be instantly turned into digital information which can subsequently be 
recreated and manipulated, distorting the real.

                

Fig 6. Photogrammetry Rig at Steve Russell Studios, Chalford, UK

The blurring line between reality and digital can generate an uncanny sensation. ‘Paradoxical as it may 
sound, photography is the one medium in visual art that has the power to both capture and author 
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reality,’ states curator Ziba Ardalan (2016) in the press coverage from the exhibition she curated called 
‘Magical Surfaces: The Uncanny in Contemporary Photography’.

It is therefore the medium, par excellence, that exemplifies the concept of the uncanny. 
Recent advances in digital technology have provided ever more powerful techniques 
with which to generate and amplify an intriguing sense of the uncanny, making it an 
attribute of contemporary life. (Ardalan 2016, p. 9/62)

The uncanny sensation in this example could be a result of the fact that through the act of photographing 
and digitalizing a solid object, what is captured is just the exterior, a shell. In the same manner that 
photography is simulacrum, standing in for the real as an imitation, the digitalization of the real into a 
virtual reality creates a more complex simulation of the real. Jean Baudrillard examines the relationship 
between experience and reality. In terms of picturing a society, he uses the example of mummies 
presented in museums as eradicating all other readings from the object, just as photogrammetry and 
3D software mummify the real into a shell. Museums destroy mummies, not necessarily in a physical 
sense but in their removal from the symbolic order that mummification represented in ancient tradition. 
Now they are made objects of witnessing, and in this process, the object dies. ‘With its death, the object 
defies the science that wants to grasp it’ (Baudrillard 1994, p.7).

It would have been enough to exhume Ramses to ensure his extermination by 
museumification. Because mummies don’t rot from worms: they die from being 
transplanted from a slow order of the symbolic to an order of history, science and 
museums. Irreparable violence toward all secrets, the violence of a civilization without 
secrets, hatred of a whole civilization for its own foundation (Baudrillard 1994, p.10-11).
In this act, there is a certain violence towards all secrets. Through a definitive understanding of the ‘thing 
in itself’ it can therefore be nothing else. In picturing or in making there is a degree of eradication from 
the ineffable towards a singular, symbolic object.

Baudrillard believes that the real has become oversaturated with symbols. Facades, the exterior is only 
the simulacrum, a referential, a substitute. There is a blank parody and he states that this is all we can 
achieve. Facades are real because we cannot get to any underlying real. After all, it seems that there is 
no underlying real. Baudrillard determines four phases of the image, the fourth order being related to 
postmodernism, where the distinction between reality and representation disappears. There is only the 
simulation (Baudrillard 1994, p. 6), and originality becomes a meaningless concept. In this way, it can 
be stated that there is little ineffable, and material left because of all the constant background noise 
and information overload available to us via digital platforms in a social real that seems to be heading 
for dystopia. ‘We live in a world where there is more and more information, and less and less meaning.’ 
(Baudrillard 1994, p.79). 

Conclusion

In previous written research, my attempt has been at decoding and analyzing why and how humans, 
society and the arts have arrived at the point in which they are today. The research for this dissertation 
has shown me that there is no inherent truth and answer to the existential problem of being conscious, 
or to the meaning of art for that matter, therefore there is no real answer to why we arrive at the point at 
which find ourselves. Our understanding and its manifestations lie in continuous change, with the lines 
between borders becoming more blurred. We battle for conclusions but there is no such thing, everything 
is relative. For a lot of children things seem confusing and ineffable. As we grow older, we try to convince 
ourselves of the things we choose to believe in, and we think we have a more rounded understanding of 
the experience of our lives. However, as art keeps showing us, there is no ultimate truth to the reality of 
existence, and this generates feelings of estrangement and discomfort. Incidentally, this has its positive 
outcomes. If it were not for art, how could we have known the discomforts and limits of understanding, 
the oscillating nature of knowledge which make up the expression of the ineffable?
In seeking to uncover the essence of artistic endeavour related to ineffability I have discovered how this 
is a misleading venture. Just as one cannot pin down their feelings and emotions concretely so is art 
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but a spasm of the mind. Contrary to Barthes’s reading of the punctum which makes an image function, 
the visualization of the ineffable to me is not definitive to a singular understanding. In the picturing of 
the ineffable, of the positioning that comes with reading photographic, sculptural, painted, or digital 
practices in a scientific materialist sense we are eradicating all other understanding towards what would 
consist an empirical knowledge. 

Creators create because it simply comes to them, and to try and peer into how this comes about, 
or even why for that matter is like trying to explain to ourselves why we exist. Ultimately, every artist 
attempts to capture the emotional experience of the world surrounding them and inside of their being, of 
what lies beyond a directly perceivable reality, which is undefinable. 

Sensations, feelings, insights, fancies – all these are private and, except through 
symbols and at second hand, incommunicable. We can pool information about 
experiences, but never the experiences themselves … Words are uttered but fail to 
enlighten. (Huxley 2004, p. 3-4)

Whether the transportive powers of language, Brancusi’s depiction of movement, Smithson’s entropy, 
or the facades of a digital reality, they ‘all bear witness to the timelessness of man’s seizure by the 
numinosum.’ (Neumann 1959, p. 129). To reach for the ineffable through creative practices can be 
compared to reaching for the numinous, for the absolute, for the phenomenal. It is something that is 
compelling but resides in obscurity. 

For the source of the creative drive is not nature, not the collective, not a definite 
cultural canon, but something which moves through generations and peoples, epochs 
and individuals, which calls the individual with the rigor of an absolute… it compels him 
to travel the road of Abraham… to leave the land of his birth… and seek out the land to 
which the godhead leads him. (Neumann 1959, p. 129)

I find it appropriate to end the written journey of ineffability with a reference to the path of ‘Stalker’. 
By the end of Tarkovsky’s Stalker, the first impression would be that of slight disappointment in the 
realization that the long journey towards the Room has been in vain, as the characters ultimately did not 
even enter it. It does not seem to matter where they have arrived because the path is infinite, the journey 
of searching has no end. The Stalker, in an ironic way, finds the absolute because he is not looking for 
it, whereas a lot of other people who went into the Zone looking for an answer to their desires got lost 
and never returned to the world outside the Zone. Much more important than finding the numinous, 
which lies in ineffability, is the journey these protagonists undertake in search for their innermost desires. 
When the travellers of the Zone return to society from the inhibited place, which I interpret as a physical 
embodiment of the search for meaning, although they did not find it, they are different because of the 
experiences they went through and the revealing conversations that were had.

The Writer, who went to the Zone as a cynic, returned as a man who is concerned about human dignity, 
who realized that he himself was not a good man. He faces the question of whether man is good or 
bad. The Writer entered a path of discovery in the act of thinking about meaning. The last instance when 
we see the Writer he is pictured in state of ineffable contemplation, gazing towards the Stalker and his 
family as they return home. Perhaps he was more startled by witnessing their humanity than he was by 
what he encountered in the Zone. Similarly, I find my thoughts related to the search for absolute lying in 
ineffable contemplation towards what consists understanding. As the research for this essay has shown 
me, essences cannot be directly known or named. Therefore, the visualisation of the unutterable does 
not have to be concrete. To me, the ineffable is the mental journey of the metaphysical being and visual 
culture is an attempt at encompassing this. 
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Introduction

This paper enquires into the points of overlap between art, geography, sociology and quantum physics, 
and the possibility of applying non-representational theory to the field of photography. It refers to this 
methodology ‘as synthesizing effort to amalgamate diverse but interrelated theoretical perspectives,’ 
(Vannini, 2015, p. 3). Among these is the theoretical field of new materialism as an attempt at 
repositioning the human among non-human actants. Namely, this monism looks into material encounters 
to ‘maintain the importance of understanding ecologies as animated movements and the liveliness of 
matter that continue to decentre human perception as the primary means of knowing the world, and 
a way of directing attention to the vitality of non-human entities, organic and inorganic,’ (Boyd and 

229

Non-representational approaches to 
photography: understanding materiality in 
the Digital Age

Anna Komitska



Edwardes, 2019, p. 1). My interest lies in the ways in which one begins to think of matter through the 
digital image and the latter’s material existence, and one’s shifting position in relation to representation 
opened up by visual creative practices and the ever-growing intervention of technology in our everyday 
lives.

By taking practice-based approaches, photography becomes situated in wider debates about 
performance, materiality, and space, all of which constitute parts of the foundation of non-
representational research. The latter recognises that, ‘spaces are performed, rather than stable 
abstractions,’ (Boyd and Edwardes, 2019, p. 56); and ‘objects do not just constitute an extension of 
bodily capacities; they themselves are a vital element in distributed ecology of thought,’ (Thrift, 2000b, 
p. 38). The text considers the works of artists and scientists working with photography, computer-
generated imagery, sculpture, and installation, who challenge traditional categorizations of the latent 
image. The motivation behind the academic and visual research for my argument draws on the 
significant dependence of human communication on technology since the year of 2020, to consider 
how the allegedly virtual environments we inhabit today reshape our relation to materiality and visually 
communicated forms of knowledge.

Traditional thinkers, like John Berger (1972), Susan Sontag (1979), and Roland Barthes (1980), positioned 
photography as a representational practice and its product – as one of reproduction. The photograph 
would historically be treated as proof of its subject’s former presence and of its current absence as 
a tool to write history. It would thus be regarded as evidential, possessing an indexicality to mediate 
documentation and representation. Its meaning would be decoded using a bilateral logic of signification, 
conceptualised by linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) in the field of semiotics, whereby the 
photograph’s subject becomes the signified in reality and the image, having fallen in an ontological 
category of its own, constitutes its signifier. Importantly, the workings of representation are closely 
related to art in general, as the origins of both – along with that of the formation of meaning and context, 
would be asserted as social and cultural. Hence to understand the symbolic, or abstract, idea embedded 
in an artwork, ‘one has to be inducted into the social codes upon which its meanings depend,’ (Bolt, 
2004, p. 93).

The tendency to treat representation as uncovering knowledge emerged in Renaissance art (c.14-16th 
century) and relied on systems of perspective as ‘a window onto the world’ and mimesis which ‘ensured 
that the view out this window corresponded with perceptual reality,’ (Bolt, 2004, p. 16). Humanism 
ultimately adopted representational discourse as transcending an otherwise limited human experience. 
Whilst this method continues to loom large over any debate around the interpretation of images, 
contemporary theorists have worked towards conceptualising a non-representational mode of research. 
The latter transcends ‘many of the dualisms that have been devised to manage knowledge (and hence 
exercise authority)’ and ‘removes a distinction between a “physical” world of things and bodies and 
a realm of thoughts, social structures and cultural products (matter vs. mind); between a “reality” 
independent of human thought and the social constructs that humans produce to apprehend that reality, 
or even between animate and inanimate,’ (Fox and Alldred, 2017, p. 14). Adopting such an approach 
points to an understanding of a ‘geography of what happens,’ (Thrift, 2008, p. 2).

Candice P. Boyd and Christian Edwardes locate the origin of this area of enquiry in the early 1980’s in 
the field of anthropogeography, (Boyd and Edwardes, 2019, p. 2). The latter deals with human interaction 
with our environment by investigating relations between human and non-human actants and encounters 
‘with materials, tools and environments,’ (2008, Thrift quoted in Boyd and Edwardes, 2019, p. 70). The 
writing of academic and geographer Nigel Thrift has been largely influential in shaping this school of 
thought by studying how ‘life “takes place” through movement’ which subsequently rejects ‘substance-
based understandings of the world, in favour of process-relational philosophies, by positing that the 
world is always in movement,’ (2005, Lorimer quoted in Boyd and Edwardes, 2019, p. 2). According 
to Thrift, ‘nonrepresentational theory is an approach to understanding the world in terms of effectivity 
rather than representation,’ (2000a, p. 216). In other words, this methodology takes little interest in a final 
product but prioritises the process of arriving at it.

Chapter 1 briefly discusses the emergence of the Digital Age and the ensuing interdependence between 
art and technological innovation via two exhibitions held at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New 
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York City, in 1970. Led by such themes as consumerism and the speed of communication, the artists 
established the origins of photographic sculpture, on the one hand, and explored the interplay between 
image, site, and participation, on the other. The showcases drew together the elements of performance, 
materiality and site, all of which non-representational theory has sought to redefine. Chapter 2 
brings attention to the properties of materials as agents in the formation of artworks. It enquires into 
photography from the standpoint of new materialism, as demonstrated in alternative photographic 
processes. The text ponders a debate concerning the presumed virtuality of digital images and explores 
the potential of Virtual Reality (VR) and computer-generated imagery (CGI) to highlight the materiality of 
vision. The presented argument focuses specifically on the properties of translucent materials which may 
provide new modes of seeing as we experience light bouncing through them in simulated environments 
and in real life alike. Chapter 3 discusses the continuous becoming of the photograph beyond its 
objecthood. Referring to a distinction between the concepts of an artwork, as opposed to a work of 
art, the text references the performative aspects of human and non-human agents in an assemblage. 
The chapter further comments on the use of remotely operated cameras, which allow for the unfolding 
of converging perspectives and distorted horizons, and leaves room for errors in data transmission, 
effectively disclosing the creative powers of technological glitches. The presented evidence suggests 
the emergence of new perceptions of spacetime defined as destratified, ever-evolving, nonlinear. Human 
departure from linear temporal progression points to the contemporary photograph as assembled 
through the bifurcation of time.

Chapter 1

The photograph as Art Object

The purpose of this chapter is to address the history of the photograph as material and sculptural object, 
as well as its relation to performance. The text discusses Photography into Sculpture and Information – 
two exhibitions held at MoMA in NYC in 1970. The featured artworks were both shaped by, and reflected 
on, the speed and distance of communication and the rapid development of high-tech electronics 
throughout the 1960’s, which effectively led to the dawn of the Digital Age – a time characterized by 
an economy primarily based upon information technology, (Statzer, 2016, p. 112). Besides facilitating 
information exchange, this shift meant the access to new materials used in manufacturing. The 
latter subsequently allowed for artistic experimentation, described as ‘topographic structure, image 
participation, tactile materiality, [and] procedural time,’ (1970, Bunnell quoted in Statzer, 2016, p. 112). 
Whilst Photography into Sculpture focused on the print’s materiality, Information involved the visiting 
audience and encouraged their interaction with art objects. I regard the two exhibitions as foundational 
to this paper, as they sought to raise questions and challenge practices which continue to be revised 
within the urgency of non-representational theory.

Photography into Sculpture

In the 1960’s, artists began questioning the modernist notion that each artistic medium is ‘distinct, pure, 
and capable of ideal realization,’ (Statzer, 2016, p. 33). The ensuing creation of mixed-media artworks 
sought to overcome perceived limitations associated with these traditional categories. For the field of 
photography, this shift meant embracing the print’s objecthood as sculptural material to conceptualize 
the photograph beyond the means of recording and archiving. The movement towards redefining the 
claim of medium specificity culminated in 1970 when the Museum of Modern Art in New York City 
(MoMA) launched three exhibitions of contemporary works: Frank Stella: Paintings and Drawings, 
Photography into Sculpture, and Information.

With Photography into Sculpture, director of the exhibition and then curator of the museum’s Department 
of Photography, Peter C. Bunnell, gathered works which embraced ‘concerns beyond those of the 
traditional print, or what may be termed “flat” work, and in so doing seeks to engender a heightened 
realization that art in photography has to do with interpretation and craftsmanship rather than mere 
record making,’ (The Museum of Modern Art, 1970, p. 1). The exhibiting artists ‘are moving from internal 
meaning or iconography (…) to a visual duality in which materials are also incorporated as content and at 
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the same time are used as a way of conceiving actual space,’ (Bunnell quoted in The Museum of Modern 
Art, 1970, p. 5). Revolutionary for its time, the exhibition clearly relied on representation, possibly as 
means to illustrate its own survival and as a tool to unite the image and its objecthood into a meaningful, 
cohesive whole. 

Fig. 1: Carl Cheng, Sculpture for Stereo Viewers, 1968

Fig. 2: Michael Stone, Channel 5 News KTLA Los Angeles, California USA: Tom Reddin, 1970-2011
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Bunnell contended that establishing photography as a material medium allows for ‘the pictorial space 
[to] work in combination with an environment that is literally three-dimensional,’ (The Museum of Modern 
Art, 1970, p. 2). Besides challenging photography’s potential to interfere with spatiality, the artists were 
brought together by the use of plastics, which reflected the latter’s widespread use as ‘facilitator of 
the electronic age,’ (Statzer, 2016, p. 101). They explored such themes as political satire, mass-market 
commodities, and ‘the triviality of the subject matter,’ to critique the manufacturing industries of the time, 
(Statzer, 2016, p. 42). The work of Carl Cheng entitled ‘Sculpture for Stereo Viewers, 1968,’ consisted of 
cutout film images of figures encased beneath layers of molded plastic and Plexiglass, (Fig. 1). Evoking 
a juxtaposition between modes of seeing and the perception of distance, the photograph as sculpture 
subsumed content and form to highlight the excessive production of high-performance plastics. Similarly 
commenting on the consumerist tendencies of the American public, Michael Stone’s ‘Channel 5 News, 
KTLA Los Angeles, California, USA: Tom Reddin,’ had encased the face of former LA police chief turned 
newscaster, Reddin, to be offered for sale on a display rack, (Fig. 2). As noted in The Photographic 
Object 1970, ‘[t]he sculptural component not only converts the photographic images into objects that 
resemble television screens, but also delivers aspects of the content: it implies that public officials can 
be bought and sold, and the viewer becomes complicit in the transaction,’ (Statzer, 2016, p. 42). 

The exhibition underpinned for the first time the possibility of hybridization of photography with sculptural 
form through materials shaping, in this case, American culture beyond the scope of the latent image. 
Such conceptualization had been made possible because of the artists’ ‘commitment to technology has 
been more significantly gratified, if not fulfilled,’ (Bunnell quoted in The Museum of Modern Art, 1970, 
p. 2). Bunnell’s statement reiterates the fact that historically, the techniques associated with any artistic 
medium would be reinvented alongside technological innovation emerging throughout a given era. The 
exhibition pointedly drew parallels between images versus objects, whilst either categorization had been 
assumed to be expressive of something the other lacks.

Information

With the ambitious Information, curator Kynaston McShine emphasized that, ‘[t]he activity of these artists 
is to think of concepts that are broader and more cerebral than the expected “product” of the studio,’ 
(The Museum of Modern Art, 1970, p. 4). Driven by participatory practices, the exhibition thus challenged 
notions of site specificity and equally contemplated a world increasingly defined by the temporal and 
spatial stretch of communication. Alluding to the latter through the characteristic of ephemerality 
commonly attributed to performance art, the works appeared juxtaposed to the objecthood that allegedly 
fixed materials, such as sculpture and print, would promote. The press release provided by MoMA 
includes descriptions of artworks which involved the interaction between artist, audience and art objects 
to create an experience that is present, tangible and constantly evolving:

Vito Acconci has set up a post office box for all his mail in the galleries which he calls “Service 
Area.” The artist says, “the piece is performed (unawares) by the postal service, as the mail 
travels to the Museum, and by the senders of the mail, wherever they happen to be. I perform the 
piece actively by going to the Museum to pick up my mail.” New York Graphics Workshop urges 
visitors to send a self-addressed stamped envelope if they wish to receive “something” at the 
close of the exhibition. Paul Pechter is distributing handbills stating that anyone wishing to locate 
his contribution – randomly placed, unlabelled devices – may receive exact information on their 
whereabouts by sending him a stamped, self-addressed envelope, (The Museum of Modern Art, 
1970, pp. 4-5).
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Fig. 3: Keith Arnatt, Self- Burial (Television Interference Project), 1969

The exhibition could therefore be conceived as a work of art itself, simultaneously activated and 
experienced ‘either in or outside the Museum,’ (The Museum of Modern Art, 1970, p. 1). The artists 
pondered ‘[t]he increasing use of the mail, telegrams, and telex machines for transmission of works 
themselves and of ideas;’ as McShine points out, ‘[w]ith the sense of mobility and change that pervades 
their time, they are interested in ways of rapidly exchanging ideas, rather than embalming the idea 
in an “object”,’ (The Museum of Modern Art, 1970, p. 4). In the context of Information, however, the 
photograph’s role relied largely on its traditional connotations with voyeurism, documentation and 
display: ‘the exhibition will include photographs of people’s reactions to these objects – using them or 
watching others use them,’ (The Museum of Modern Art, 1970, p. 1); with Self-Burial, performance artist 
Keith Arnatt exhibited nine photographs documenting himself as he sinks into the earth, (Fig. 3).

Chapter 2

Haptic vision

The aforementioned exhibitions established a link between technological developments and the 
capacity of photographs for stepping into new assemblages with their environment and other mediums. 
Importantly, the conception of the exhibited works at MoMA bore the traces of the humanist assumption 
that the creator and observer are in the position of ocular mastery and material dominance over the 
passivity of objects. Although the image broke free from flatness, it found its new confines in objecthood. 
This chapter approaches photography from a new materialist perspective. It explores the creative 
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potentialities of matter as evidenced in traditional photographic practices. The text suggests the latter 
as reason for the dismissal of digital images as immaterial. Whilst drawing a comparison between the 
agency of artist, matter and technology as actants in an assemblage, this chapter investigates Virtual 
Reality (VR) and 3-D modelling software as indicative of the materiality of environmental perception.

Fig. 4: Susana Nevado, Honest Fortune Teller [Mixed media], 2005

The affective powers of matter

From a new materialist perspective, plastic would stretch beyond the hitherto assumed role of raw 
material to be subjected to its sculptor for the realization of an idea. Rather than approaching materiality 
via thingness and the physicality of a final object, an emphasis is placed onto the properties of materials 
as actants in an ongoing creative process. In her take on matter as essential to the latter at a molecular 
level, Katve-Kaisa Kontturi discusses a painting by Finland-based artist Susana Nevado, (Barrett 
and Bolt, 2013, pp. 17-27). The figure’s stomach has been marked with a double navel, (Fig. 4). It 
had not been the product of conscious intention, but of the encounter of paint and the artist’s act of 
scraping it off, (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 23). Kontturi further points out that there exists no history to 
contextualize the double navel as signifier: ‘the double navel as part of this cracking surface rather turns 
the painting into an object of fundamental encounter,’ (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 20). Conceptualized by 
philosopher Gilles Deleuze, such an object ‘forces us to think,’ (1968, p. 139); ‘[i]n contrast to the object 
of recognition, which serves as a vehicle for the already known, the object of fundamental encounter 
produces something new in itself,’ (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 20). 
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Fig. 5: Joseph Nicéphore Niépce, View from the Window at Le Gras, c. 1826

These hypotheses may be studied in relation to alternative photographic processes. The photographer 
may be assumed as participant in the forming of an image produced from the actions of photographing 
and printing, the performance of time, the encounter of light and paper, chains of chemical reactions, 
accidental experimentation etc. Marking the invention of heliography – the predecessor of film 
photography, the first surviving fixed photograph dates back to 1826, (Fig. 5). Inventor and artist Joseph 
Nicéphore Niépce placed a pewter plate coated with bitumen of Judea inside a camera obscura, 
(Nicéphore Niépce House Museum, no date). Having been exposed to light for eight hours, the former 
was washed with oil of lavender and white petroleum which rendered a permanent direct positive 
visible on the plate. The landscape appears dotted and blurry, which may be the result of the changing 
conditions during the period of exposure, the interaction of chemicals, the print’s handling, which may 
have chipped away at the petroleum, (Brown, no date). Disregarding the possibilities of pictorial realism, 
Niépce’s view from his window at Le Gras, France, can be deemed significant for highlighting the flows 
of affect within matter which would themselves enable photographic representation. On the one hand, 
the texture may testify to the inability of the fixing agent to retain the imprint of light effectively. On the 
other, as opposed to a failed attempt of depicting a real landscape, the dots in various grey hues could 
be regarded as an abstraction produced by matter itself and shaped by the affective human actions 
applied in response to it.

Niépce’s process had indeed generated something new – an outcome which dwells at the periphery of 
language and as such, remains unfamiliar. The heliograph stands uncomfortably between the categories 
of the latent image and objects. Instead of obstructing details in a frozen moment in time, the image’s 
uneven surface is an expression of a new temporal landscape constituted of layered impressions. The 
account of Niépce’s method acts as a reminder of photography’s non-human traces which have acquired 
expressive qualities and transcend cultural and social contexts to breathe with new meanings. As we are 
encouraged to think not of, but with this double landscape, what we may truly begin to ponder is not the 
reality of its metaphysical condition but that of our perception which constitutes the heliograph as real, 
tangible.

Touching virtual objects

Whilst the previous section outlines a new materialist approach to photography, its focus on matter 
prompted early researchers to position digital and analogue photography on the opposing ends of a 
spectrum. Relying on the immediate interactions between light and surfaces, traditional photographic 
practices are assumed in part to capture a trace of material reality by arising within it – a feat computer-
generated images could arguably never aspire to achieve. The latter would be described as unreal, 
alienating, simulated, (Baudrillard, 1981). Such deduction, however, comes across as reductive as the 
debate surrounding the subject’s real physicality in photographic representation. This justification has 
been significantly navigated by accessing objects via the sense of touch. Tangibility implies the real 
existence of things, as well as their perceptibility by touch as testament to their realness: touching the 
print cannot bring one any closer, both in space and across history, to its subject; in the case of CGI, 
the subject had never been tangible in the first place. One could argue that the latter could be subjected 
to 3-D printing, whereby the materials of which the sculpture emerges would be activated in a similar 
manner as Niépce’s heliograph, (Fig. 6). The very potential of coded formations to appear as sculptural 
prints could testify to their material ecology. Interpreting the latter thusly, however, inevitably circles 
back to a Kantian approach to the question of being. The contemporary image has moved beyond its 
identification on the basis of materiality. More precisely, its digitality is allowing it to claim new material 
forms whose manifestation is situated in our shifting perceptions of spacetime.

Ingold alludes to the writings of American psychologist and prolific contributor to the field of visual 
perception, James J. Gibson, who dissects objects in terms of mediums, which afford ‘movement and 
perception;’ substances, which ‘include all kinds of more or less solid stuff like rock;’ and surfaces, 
which rest ‘at the interface between the medium and substances,’ (2011, p. 22). Gibson’s conclusion 
states that, ‘[a]s far as perception is concerned, surfaces are therefore “where most of the action is”,’ 
(Ingold, 2011, p. 22). Ingold indicates that such theorisation is an example of ‘the slippage from materials 
to materiality,’ since ‘the theory has so far failed to address “what an encounter between the fingertip 
and the materiality of the world might have to tell us of a scopic we call place”,’ (2011, p. 23). If one were 
to experience the landscape image of Le Gras by means of their fingertips, the latter would encounter 
a hard and uneven material. Would touching the assemblage of light, chemicals and the plate ‘put you 
in touch with the materiality of the world? Are we really to believe that whatever lies on the hither side 
of such objects is immaterial, including the very air that affords the freedom of movement enabling you 
to reach out and touch them, not to mention the finger itself – and, by extension, the rest of the body,’ 
(Ingold, 2011, p. 23). According to Ingold, such line of reasoning leads to the supposition that humans, 
as they step into or walk out of spaces, inhabit the inside and the outside of the material world:

It is as though this world were a Swiss cheese, full of holes yet nevertheless contained within the 
envelope of its outward surfaces. In the real world of materials, however, there are neither interior 
holes nor exterior surfaces. Of course there are surfaces of all sorts, of varying degrees of stability 
and permeability. But these surfaces, as Gibson showed, are interfaces between one kind of 
material and another – for example between rock and air – not between what is material and what 
is not. I can touch the rock, whether of a cave wall or of the ground underfoot, and can thereby 
gain a feel for what rock is like as a material. But I cannot touch the materiality of the rock. The 
surface of materiality, in short, is an illusion. We cannot touch it because it is not there. Like all 
other creatures, human beings do not exist on the ‘other side’ of materiality, but swim in an ocean 
of materials, (Ingold, 2011, p. 24).

With reference to technology, a user would rarely, if ever, take a moment to consider the material impact 
of digital content on the body; we prefer to think of virtuality ontologically as an elusive black hole we 
jump into to extract information. Nevertheless, one engages kinaesthetically with surfaces sensitive 
to touch by swiping, scrolling, and tapping at varying speeds, frequencies and degrees of pressure. 
Our fingertips come against touchpads and buttons, as devices register and track motion between 
coordinates across screens. Images appear grouped within topological formations for the user to survey 
– to map a territory, identify its boundaries. The screen ergo overcomes its conceptualisation as barrier 
between reality and illusion to give way to ‘sensory, tactile, and cognitive engagement,’ (Rubinstein, 



2020, p. 44). For Susan Trangmar, this process is suggestive of ‘an alternative visual practice that draws 
from an understanding of landscape as (…) responsive to human presence,’ (Rubinstein, 2020, p. 43). 

But what of embodied observation of digital spaces? How could one be afforded an embodied 
encounter with a virtual object if it is inaccessible to the sense of touch? And what could this tell us of 
its material properties and of experiencing reality in general? Virtual Reality (VR) expert and psychologist, 
Jack Loomis, draws a comparison between the latter and everyday embodied existence: ‘[t]he 
perceptual world created by our senses and the nervous system is so functional a representation of the 
physical world that most people live out their lives without ever suspecting that contact with the physical 
world is mediated,’ (1992, p. 113). His claim could suggest that investigating our experience within virtual 
environments as being technologically mediated may push us to reconsider the mediated nature of the 
world in general. As will be discussed later in this paper, an emphasis has frequently been placed on 
the digital image as revealing new understandings of spacetime. Equally, the image may be capable of 
redefining our visual perceptions as material.

Fig. 6: Doug Aitken, Return to the Real [Exhibition], 2019

Considering that interfaces are indeed an illusion – and as such, fail to reveal the absolute materiality of 
its constituent materials, tactile contact may be irrelevant in order to maintain the real, material, proximal 
existence of the digitally produced image. A virtual object photographed by a simulated camera should 
not be considered less real precisely because of the affective powers of production this event affords. 
Code renders information visible and comprehensive for us. To suggest that the process is synonymous 
with the distant and the unreal may be equated to an extent with doubting whether light is immaterial 
because we cannot reach out and feel it against our skin. One could become aware of light’s material 
conditions as it conveys visual information through the camera and the print, or as it permits us to 
experience it in movement by means of objects which reflect or consume it. But even then, one would 
be tempted to address the materiality of the world we see via light, rather than the properties of light or 
visuality as material.

The materiality of vision

As far as physical touch is concerned, Ingold suggests that ‘studies of haptic perception have focused 
almost exclusively on manual touch,’ (2011, p. 45). As he asserts himself, his attempt to ‘distinguish 
[the properties of touch] from the manual modality’ is fueled by the lasting Western tradition that ‘has 
consistently ranked the senses of vision and hearing over the contact sense of touch,’ (Ingold, 2011, 
p. 45). As outlined in the introduction to this paper, this sense has been rightfully disputed as the sole 
and reliable mediator of knowledge. Rather than reshape theoretical frameworks for what is out there as 

238

enabling cognition via sight, it is valuable to investigate vision as an element working non-cognitively in a 
multi-sensorial experiencing of an object’s material affects.

As non-representation dismantles the hierarchical positioning between human consciousness and the 
rest of the world, this methodology no longer analyses the senses as provisional of access to rationality. 
Instead, scholars consider the body as a reacting system, a thinking mechanism, where touch becomes 
an intrinsic entrance into ‘proximal and non-representational knowledge,’ (Boyd and Edwardes, 2019, p. 
23). A primary focus for theorists becomes the ‘sensing body in relation. Forces and intensities act on 
bodies but are also produced through bodies, transmitted by bodies, and transformed by them (Lorimer, 
2008). It is this capacity of the body to affect and be affected which enables its conceptualisation as 
an expressive force in the world (Cadman, 2009),’ (Boyd and Edwardes, 2019, p. 3,4). As the entire 
body is recruited in the event of embodiment, vision acts and reacts within a network with the other 
senses. What could vision tell us of tangibility that may be perceived haptically through the very act of 
observation? And could technology be indicative of vision’s haptic potentialities?

This discussion has been partly addressed by Rose Woodcock in her essay, ‘Instrumental Vision’. She 
alludes to VR technology and establishes that although its simulated environment is ‘powered by the 
“geometry engine”,’ the immersive experience is dependent on ‘the vision system’s innate capacity to 
see “in 3D”,’ (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 171). She approaches the ‘“practice” of vision’ by establishing 
that pictures and pictorial perception are to be ‘understood as part of a peculiar dialectical ontology, 
in which neither one can be meaningfully grounded in experience without the other. To preference their 
perception over their material fact, then, is simultaneously a defence of the picture as an object,’ (Barrett 
and Bolt, 2013, p. 171). She contends that VR technology outlines a difference between pictorial and 
ordinary perception in spite of the materiality of the perceptible:

Moreover, where a dialectic (“heuristic”) can be found a work in pictorial perception 
– that is in response to the material artifact whereby one encounters a paradoxical 
“duality of both a scene and a surface” (Gibson 1978: 231) – in stereo-immersive VR 
there is no such material artifact; and for perceptual experience, no such dialectical 
effort required, (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 172).

The writer alludes to James Gibson’s proposition that external environments ‘cannot be paradoxical 
(…) dualistic or inherently ambiguous in the manner of the perceptual experiences they afford,’ (Barrett 
and Bolt, 2013, p. 173). Woodcock asserts that the comparison could ‘suggest that the ontological 
basis of a “reality” sufficient for immersion in VR, is to be found in vision itself rather than in the virtuality 
associated with the idea of VR,’ (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 173). This conclusion allows for the simulated 
environment to be defined ‘as a perceptual reality’ in lieu of the restricting ‘notion of “the virtual”,’ (Barrett 
and Bolt, 2013, p. 173). In other words, the question of reality may be confronted by studying how ‘the 
perceptual system encounters its worlds (reality), rather than by questioning whether or not these worlds 
or environments are “real”,’ (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 173). Woodcock points out that for perceptual 
reality to operate as an environment, three distinctive visual aspects must be intact:

- The absence of a tangible interface (such as a surface or screen);

- The state of seeming immersed in a three-dimensional space amidst solid-looking objects (stereo-
immersion);

- The opportunity for mobility of the observer-immersant in that virtual space, (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 
173).

These conditions have been referenced as the ‘very qualities of an external environment to which human 
visual perception has adapted. Insofar as our ordinary perceptual experience is of a reality of some kind, 
the defining quality of this reality, as far as we can truly experience it, is its “realness”,’ (Barrett and Bolt, 
2013, p. 173). Gibson has similarly asserted that environmental perception is achieved as one moves 
within an environment, whereas ‘environmental objects are revealed by changes along this path in the 
pattern of light reflected off their outward surfaces, as it reaches the eyes of the moving observer,’ (1979, 
quoted in Ingold, 2011, p. 12). Commenting on the latter, Ingold nevertheless specifies that such a ‘rigid 
environment (…) in which everything is laid out’ may be flawed, as one should study movement through 
the generation of things: ‘the pro-duction (bringing forth) of perpetual becoming,’ (2011, p. 12).
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Fig. 7: Doug Aitken, Return to the Real [Exhibition], 2019

Fig. 8: Rachel Whiteread, Water Tower [Sculpture], 1998

Ingold’s assertion may be reinforced by matter itself, either physical or simulated, and in the ways in 
which it prompts light to alter our visual perception in movement. Evidence can be found in translucent 
materials explored by writer Cathryn Vasseleu. She refers to renders in 3-D photorealistic depictions of 
spaces which are ‘calculated by algorithmic formulae (also known as models),’ (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 
156). Arguably, the most challenging material properties for light rendering programs to tackle realistically 
in CGI are those of simulated translucency: ‘[u]nlike transparency, the subsurface glow of translucent 
substances implies interiority,’ (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 156). Vasseleu points out that despite the lack 
of ‘inner depth to a simulation of translucency (…) an image of “inner light” arises within its missing 
interior,’ (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 156). She distinguishes its characteristics from those of transparency 
which ‘is elaborated corporeally and conceptually rather than optically,’ – as discernable, for instance, in 
plastics, (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 158). Transparency may equally be applied to translucency itself in 
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the form of semi-opacity, as observed in Doug Aitken’s hollow figures realised in acrylic, (Fig. 7).

Vasseleu refers to algorithmic approximation of translucency which remains ‘indistinguishable to sight 
from a physical translucent object’ compared against a photograph, where ‘a prior carnal knowledge’ 
of that object exists, (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 161). CGI models achieve translucency by means of 
subsurface scattering – a computational technique which approximates ‘the subsurface movement of 
light diffusing through translucent materials,’ (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 162). The process has been 
defined as ‘the recovery of the optical properties of matter,’ (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 157). These 
properties have been demonstrated by Vasseleu through the work of Turner Prize-winning installation 
artist, Rachel Whiteread, (Fig. 8). Whiteread’s resin sculpture, Water Tower, has been cast as an 
abstraction of the inside space of a water tank, underpinning the absence of ‘interior holes’ and ‘exterior 
surfaces,’ (Ingold, 2011, p. 24). Vasseleu explains that the public artwork had been installed on a rooftop 
in place of its original container, out of reach and unavailable for close scrutiny from its audience. 
Although the casting bore the traces of its mould, the tower’s interior became uncanny, ‘faintly visible 
when framed by a cloudy sky (…) unexpectedly gathering the changes in light,’ (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, 
p. 165). The installation swiftly gained an ‘apparent materialization and dematerialization,’ resulting from 
light’s intensities and activated by the movement of pedestrians, as well as by that of light itself, (Barrett 
and Bolt, 2013, p. 166). A previously forgotten void, the structure became ‘a dynamic substance,’ where 
the interplay between light and physical displacement promised ‘the perpetual becoming’ of solidified 
translucency, (Ingold, 2011, p. 12; Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 166).

Fig. 9: Digital Artist Residency, The Preserving Machine [Exhibition], 2021

Vasseleu contends that CGI aims to elicit the same visual response that a viewer may experience 
towards physical environments. Consequently, viewing a 3-D model of Whiteread’s Water Tower could be 
perceptually attainable in simulated environments, (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 161). Considering Loomis’ 
proposition that our impression of the world at large is always mediated, Woodcock’s statement against 
the presence of an interface as hindering embodied perception may not be necessary. Translucent 
materials could be cited amongst the most ostensible entrance into an awareness of the materiality of 
vision as they behave according to the observer in motion. Whether mediated by VR technology or a 
screen, a user gains a new body, which is at once a simulated camera situated within the virtual realm – 
as observed in digital exhibitions, such as The Preserving Machine, (Fig. 9). As mentioned previously in 
this chapter, devices function as part of assemblages activated by human actions. The acts of tapping 
one’s fingers, rapid eye movement, tensing one’s muscles whilst walking or sitting down, constitute 
entwined sensory responses to the device and digital content as tools which recruit the whole body. In 
comparison to VR technology, screens may elicit a more sophisticated experience – a less conspicuous 
but just as valid suggestion of the material potentialities of visual awareness and of the environments we 
inhabit.
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Chapter 3

The digital image as work of art

What becomes of photographs as we create them across virtual channels and stream them between 
devices? Just as virtual environments could inform us of novel haptic awareness, so does digital 
photography propose new temporal and spatial awareness. Thus, the digital image is arguably claiming 
new material forms of existence. This chapter turns to a distinction between artworks and works of art – 
one remains in fixity, whilst the latter permits to underpin practice. It questions the performative aspects 
of images and spectators as tools in a creative process. The text further studies errors occurring in data 
transmission of digital photographs taken on remotely operated apparatuses. The photograph’s material 
conditions find expression in the refiguring of our perceptions of space and time.

The artwork vs. the work of art

In their book, A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari famously introduced the concept of strata 
and the co-related method of stratoanalysis, (1987, pp. 39-74). As Kontturi clarifies, ‘the term “strata” 
is nowadays widely employed in social sciences to analyze the sediments of class for example, [and] 
it has its origin in geology in which it refers to rock formations taking shape in layers, which always 
come at least in double,’ (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 21). The conceptualisation of strata aims ‘to show 
how the non-human takes part in the becomings such as art, that are often understood as exclusively 
or principally human,’ (Barrett and Bolt, 2013, p. 21). Whereas strata seize, subject, signify, as they 
consist of ‘imprisoning intensities or locking singularities into systems of resonance and redundancy,’ 
destratification acts against the stratified to allow the work of art to open up to new functions and form 
fresh connections with non-human actants and bodies, (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p. 40). Room for 
creative production is additionally opened up amongst the tensions between either process.

In her book, Art Beyond Representation, academic and artist, Barbara Bolt, establishes that art history 
has been ultimately ‘concerned with data and not with action,’ as ‘the question of “art practice” (…) is 
founded upon a fourfold function, that of identification, classification, evaluation and interpretation,’ (Bolt, 
2004, p. 5). She posits that the ensuing focus on ‘artworks, rather than practice, has produced a gap 
in our understanding of the work of art as process,’ (Bolt, 2004, p. 5). She thus juxtaposes the concept 
of artwork, which may be conceived of as a noun, to that of work of art – to be understood as a verb. 
As demonstrated earlier in this paper, by studying the processual nature of heliography, one realizes 
the becoming of Niépce’s landscape overtime. The affective powers of matter ultimately destratify the 
landscape as artwork – an object which welcomes recognition and interpretation – to nudge it into the 
realms of the work of art, which escapes from stratification. Nevertheless, the landscape as image could 
constitute another fixed art object which could have been suited for Bunnell’s exhibition at MoMA. The 
viewer’s liking it to familiar countryside views would give form to flows of matter, content to expression. 
How may we begin to think of contemporary photography through practice which continues its material 
existence beyond the production of the photograph as object?

As it has already been established, matter, human-beings, devices, artworks, all constitute elements of 
assemblages. Destratification would ultimately dismantle the assemblage ‘as an organism,’ allowing its 
evolution, (1999, Olkowski quoted in Bolt, 2004, p. 44). With its emphasis on speed, intensity and action 
to ‘produce within a work, a movement capable of affecting the mind outside of all representation,’ an 
assemblage ‘is not just about changing the meanings we make, but more radically, (…) with changing 
the way we make meanings,’ (Bolt, 2004, p. 82). Bolt further observes that for Deleuze and Guattari, 
‘the body is conceptualized in terms of “speeds and intensities, productive flows of forces seeking to 
escape the authority of unity, organization, and hierarchy”,’ (1999, Olkowski quoted in Bolt, 2004, p. 83). 
Thinking with the assemblage about artistic practice which no longer privileges ‘a single consciousness,’ 
the former produces a ‘multiplicity of connections involving the body,’ (1999, Olkowski quoted in Bolt, 
2004, p. 82). The body is no longer superior and situated outside of an assemblage but becomes an 
equal ‘element in the complex interplay of practice [which] doesn’t reveal, but rather realises movement. 
Deleuze and Guattari’s realisation of movement includes the conditions as well as the effects of making,’ 
(1994, Grosz quoted in Bolt, 2004, p. 83).
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Taking the assemblage into consideration, Bolt maintains that, ‘[a]ccording to Heidegger’s conception of 
art, it is art as a mode of revealing, not the artwork, that constitutes the work of art,’ (2004, p. 9). Notably, 
Heidegger argues that ‘works “are as naturally present as are things”,’ (1977, Heidegger quoted in Bolt, 
2004, p. 90). He concludes that art possesses ‘“thingly” quality, as does a naturally-occurring thing like a 
stone or a clod of earth,’ (1977, quoted in Bolt, 2004, p. 90). Bolt reminds us that objects, like tools and 
materials, display the thingly qualities of ‘different speeds and intensities,’ which uncover their potential 
in use within an assemblage, (Bolt, 2004, p. 83). The latter has been approached by Ingold via an 
experiment of sawing a plank. He establishes that similar to walking, sawing a plank forms a journey split 
up into repetitive phases, though they may never be clearly demarcated:

When do I begin to saw? Is it when I mark the line, when I rest my knee and hand on the 
plank, when I nick the edge, or when I commence the downward strokes? And when 
do I cease? Perhaps, having cut through the plank, I lay down the saw, but this may 
only be to pick up the next piece to be cut. In sawing as in walking, movement always 
overshoots its destinations, (Ingold, 2011, p. 53).

In a similar fashion, whilst writing on non-representational approaches to print, Alison Barnes suggests 
that feeling the weight, texture and thickness of paper, as well as the smell of ‘ink, toner or glue,’ enables 
a multisensory experience of books which ergo become ‘spatialised and relational,’ (Boyd and Edwardes, 
2019, p. 24). These examples ultimately imply that objects do not constitute a passive extension of 
bodies and skills, but ‘are a vital element in distributed ecology of thought,’ (Thrift, 2000b, p. 38). It is 
Thrift’s remark that ultimately constitutes McShine’s exhibition, studied in Chapter 1, as a work of art 
which existed within and beyond the walls of MoMA. The various art objects the audience was supposed 
to physically engage with would activate the showcase as a device, system, assemblage, to tell of our 
awareness of time, space, and matter. In a sense, all these actants were involved as tools. How may we 
think with cameras and digital images, when data seems to continuously suggest its intangibility?

Missing information

Scholar Daniel Rubinstein establishes that digital images express their material conditions through 
their network of signals as processes of production and the ensuing power relations they collectively 
engender. They have acquired a certain agency in shaping social behaviour, public opinion, a societal 
shift towards consumption and information, which presents an opportunity significantly more palpable 
and pervasive for the production of knowledge. Rubinstein further argues that the digital image threatens 
to mutate into something else at any given time, as the algorithmic chains of coding establish brief and 
multitudinous relationships with their immediate surroundings. The photograph is no longer enclosed 
as a final product by the representational means of framing and cropping its subject; the image seeps 
through its edges, rebutting the ‘distinctions between form and content, centre and periphery, image and 
matter,’ (Rubinstein et al., 2013, p. 12). Rather than relying on indexicality and veracity, the photograph 
is thus likened to an url: ‘what we need to know of a url is whether it is working or broken,’ (Rubinstein, 
2020, p. 5). For Rubinstein, with its instantaneity of dissemination, the image may be thought of as an 
‘entry point,’ ‘an orifice’ of the online organism, (Rubinstein et al., 2013, p. 10).

Whilst the Information Age has snowballed in terms of speed and connectivity, the device has become 
a juncture between physical and digital modes of existence. Its ubiquity is made manifest in the mobile 
phone – to mediate social gatherings over a distance, curate an archive of snapshots, etc; as well 
as in remotely operated cameras, such as online maps, CCTV, satellites and drones as weapons of 
war for political and surveillance purposes. As has been illustrated in Chapter 2, one no longer even 
needs a camera in order to create an image. Researcher Joanna Zylinska groups such contemporary 
image-making processes under the term of ‘nonhuman vision,’ (2017, p. 13). She argues that remote 
apparatuses, which ultimately enhance limited vision, are not ‘just about reflectivity; [they are] rather 
about introducing concern about our point of view,’ (Zylinska, 2017, p. 15). The latter is no longer unitary 
and stable but may be dispersed and multiplied across a spectrum. This once again points to ‘an 
awareness of the physical basis of sight, which is now recognized as something deeply subjective that 
cannot possibly be separated from the body,’ (Zylinska, 2017, p. 16).
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The enhancement of partial human vision has been associated with new perspectives. The horizon 
has been radicalised ostensibly via the bird’s eye view, which is an intrinsic characteristic of remote 
cameras. In The wretched of the screen, essayist and artist, Hito Steyerl, brings our attention to the 
single-point linear perspective developed in the Renaissance as promising objectivity in representations 
of empirical space, opposing it to ‘the present moment [which] is distinguished by a prevailing condition 
of groundlessness,’ (2012, p. 13). Satellite images and drone views have thus eradicated the ‘view 
of a one-eyed and immobile spectator as a norm;’ or rather, supplanted it ‘by multiple perspectives, 
overlapping windows, distorted flight lines, and divergent vanishing points,’ (Steyerl, 2012, p. 18). 
Aerial views increasingly imply the distribution of geopolitical power as occupying a vertical dimension, 
(Steyerl, 2012, p. 23). With no horizon to ground our sense of balance and orientation, one could 
only experience a sense of free fall where the paradigm of space and time, and all concepts situated 
within them throughout modernity, become disrupted. With no ground to fall towards, one could feel 
weightless, in a state of ‘perfect stasis - as if history and time have ended and you can’t even remember 
that time ever moved forward,’ (Steyerl, 2012, p. 13). By taking a non-representational interpretation of 
the photographic event and of the very fabric of the digital image, one discovers a multi-dimensional 
reconfiguration of space and time: ‘there are multiple spaces and times, not one Newtonian grid,’ (Thrift, 
2000a, p. 221).

As Steyerl recalls, abandoning the horizon means leaving linear progress behind: ‘time and space are 
reimagined through quantum physics and the theory of relativity,’ (Steyerl, 2012, p. 22). Rubinstein 
proposes the latter as suggestive of the material conditions of the image. In his interpretation of Erwin 
Schrödinger’s thought experiment known as ‘Schrödinger’s cat’, a cat and a light source emitting a 
photon towards a half-silvered mirror are placed in an isolated chamber. As the quantum particle hits the 
mirror, it splits with a 50% chance of passing through it to hit the wall or of being reflected down onto a 
light sensitive cell. In this configuration, the latter could act as an SLR camera mirror to record an image. 
In Schrödinger’s original experiment, the cell would smash a phial of cyanide which would kill the cat; if 
the photon passes through, no exposure would be registered, and the cat would be saved. According 
to the experiment, for the witness inside the chamber, once the photon has been fired, the cat would be 
either dead or alive. Concurrently, for the observer outside, the photon would be found in both places at 
once and the cat would consequentially be both dead and alive at the same time: 

[t]he reason for this is that when the particle is not being observed, according to 
classical quantum physics (the so called Copenhagen interpretation) it does not behave 
like a particle at all but like a mixture of waves that represent the various probabilities 
of finding the particle somewhere within the box. However, when an observer is making 
a measurement, the act of measuring itself forces the quantum entity to choose one or 
another of these states, (Rubinstein, no date).

Rubinstein concludes that for each observer, the experience of factual reality differs, suggesting that 
Newtonian laws could not be applied to quantum particles. In the Newtonian Cartesian framework, ‘to 
be known scientifically or experienced aesthetically a thing must be other than the knower because a 
thing is only known as a representation,’ (Rubinstein, no date). Furthermore, the experiment ‘suggests a 
new regime of the image, one in which the image is not a placeholder for a linear narrative but the visual 
manifestation of the difference between narratives,’ (Rubinstein, no date).

This is because the bifurcation of the real into two separate realities cannot be represented, or in 
the words of Deleuze “The diversity of narrations cannot be explained by the avatars of the signifier, 
by the states of linguistic structure which is assumed to underline images in general”. As for each 
of the observers reality is different, no unified representation of it is possible. Instead, difference 
and not representation is the underpinning principle that holds the two observers together while 
simultaneously making them irreconcilable with each other. (…) According to Newtonian laws of 
motion, not to mention standard logical reasoning, an object could not be in two places at once, 
and yet, Schrödinger’s cat stubbornly insists on being both alive and dead at the same time 
inhabiting what became known as a state of indeterminacy.

The photographic aspect of this experiment is not only in exposure of the light-sensitive cell to a 
particle of light but also – and critically – in the requirement for isolation between the room with 
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the cat and the observer outside the room. This rupture exposes the divide between the moment 
of inscription by light that is taking place within the camera and the moment of ‘developing’ that 
is taking place when a measurement is being made. In this rupture the ontological condition of 
the photographic image is revealed as the difference between two incommensurable states. The 
principle of photography is not in the indexical connection between past and present, nor is it 
the representation of abstract forms, but in the visual presentation of time as internally divided. 
The requirement for rupture institutes the possibility of an image that captures indeterminacy and 
a-symmetry as the very condition of visuality. The exposure produced by firing a single particle 
captures the difference between the two observers. It is neither the dead cat not the alive one that 
constitutes the image, rather, the photographic element of the experiment is the very possibility 
of the co-existence of the two and the figuration of the difference between them. In other words, 
difference is expressed through the heterogeneity of narrations underpinned by the bifurcation 
of time. This bifurcation constitutes the materiality of the photographic image while at the same 
time asserting its indeterminacy. As the digital image on the computer screen is a configuration 
of particles that were clumped together by a computational process, it is significant that quantum 
inspired understanding of photography suggests that apart from the forms of content such as 
perception, identity and representation, images are also forms of expression that contain open 
ended reflections on the nature of computation, indeterminacy and the limits of representation.

 
Fig. 10: Baltimore, Maryland, from May 20, 2009. (NASA Earth Observatory image by Robert Simmon, 

based on Landsat 7 data.)

Fig. 11: 9 Feb 2011 image                                            Fig. 12: 9 Feb image filled with 25 Feb 2011 image
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The concept of time and its possible division is a key point in Susan Schuppli’s essay, ‘Atmospheric 
Correction’. The writer alludes to an error occurring in the streaming of satellite imagery to ground 
stations as part of the Landsat earth-observation program, (Fig. 10). The latter has produced arguably the 
most comprehensive archive of the Earth’s topological dynamics. In 2003, a failure in one of its sensors 
registered a 22% loss in overall data, (Fig. 11): 

Since that time all Landsat 7 images are traversed by a diagonal pattern of dropout.

The malfunction of the Scan Line Corrector, which ‘removes the zigzag motion of the 
imaging field,’ had introduced a new visual characteristic. While the Landsat 7 continues 
to acquire raw data from terrestrial scenes, up to a quarter of this image information has 
to be retroactively filled-in with data originating from other similar scans. Producing, in 
effect, a hybrid in which data gleaned from different temporalities is interlaced to create 
the semblance of a continuous image, (Rubinstein et al., 2013, pp. 17-18).

The gaps in a Landsat ETM+ image would be filled in with data assembled from another scan taken 
weeks later, (Fig. 12). Schuppli argues that the diagonal voids provide ‘“placeholders” for receiving 
incoming data from the future,’ indicating ‘the virtuality of atmospheric events yet-to-come,’ (Rubinstein 
et al., 2013, p. 18). The successive capturing of satellite data assembles a pseudo-representation 
suggestive of shattered temporal sequencing. The duration and instances of capture and dissemination 
of the radically abstracted image have merged to exist beyond the continuity of linear time. Its output 
is thus misleading, signalling the incompleteness of cognitive assumption, on the one hand, and the 
image’s materiality sitting amongst abstract and concrete encounters. Originating from a technical 
error, Schuppli’s study may constitute a more ostensible visual manifestation of photography’s material 
properties. It draws attention to Rubinstein’s difference between representations testifying to reality 
in slippage, which might be accounted for more precisely via the theory of relativity. A temporally 
destratified landscape, the Landsat 7 images surpass the planar surface of maps and calls ‘its ability to 
account directly for the topological history out of which it arose – into question,’ (Rubinstein et al., 2013, 
p. 18).

Conclusion

The emergence of the Information Age steered the departure of the flat print towards the realm of 
spatiality by addressing the latter as object. The photograph would constitute a hybridisation between 
two ontologically juxtaposed categories where artistic experimentation would be propelled forward 
by technological advancement. This paper puts forward a non-representational approach which 
obliterates and builds upon the humanist boundaries between consciousness and matter, image and 
object. Exploring an alternative to the conventional metaphysical model, the latter suggests situating 
the image beyond capturing the external to be decrypted semiotically. Photographs are no longer 
defined by their materiality; rather, their materiality is being reshaped within the technical aspects of 
photography. Simulated environments, remotely operated cameras, interactive devices allow for new 
kinds of embodied engagement, which is reflected in the images produced from such encounters. 
These occurrences not only redefine the image but point to a reconfiguration of sensorial perception 
as informing the image’s material reality, as evidenced in vision which is realised in movement to 
build relationships expressive of haptic potentialities. Bypassing the act of seeing, the very act of 
observation has been identified as signalling an awareness of the image’s existence where becomings 
are processional and whose experience is activated by the encounter. In conjunction with the artist, the 
camera and the audience, the image is a tool in various assemblages of making and discovery. This 
paper investigates the latter from a new materialist standpoint in relation to analogue photographic 
processes. But the locus of the digital image’s materiality, although still arising from material processes, 
saunters beyond an embedded connection with matter at a molecular level. Human integration of 
surveillance into the everyday has steadily altered the humanist assumption of single-point perspectives 
and linear horizons, presently substituted by diverging and colliding coordinates. Images are not only 
topological, repetitive, re-edited, but reassembled into new entities that counter representation as a 
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viable, trusted source of knowledge. With the prospect of the image abandoning the goal-oriented, 
representational, time is being re-conceptualised, underpinning the Newtonian linear mapping as 
insufficient to justify knowledges acquired non-cognitively. Time, itself intrinsic to photography and 
revised through urgencies in quantum physics, becomes an entry-point to determining the contemporary 
image as material. In an era navigated by technological innovation, our understanding of the world is 
being defined in terms of instantaneity, fragmentation, automated processes, algorithmic formations. 
Having evolved from within representation, the photograph is leaving its genesis behind so as to 
be recognised as unfolding in practice. It has outgrown its positioning as artefact and is sustaining 
conversations about our environment as contingent, ephemeral, emergent in flux and in tandem with our 
grasp of reality, which has steered away from the collapsing methodologies of metaphysics. Constituting 
a nexus of human communication, the image has been entangled in complex affective relations with 
human and inanimate actants alike. Whilst photographs saunter beyond such interpretations as 
‘fixed’ or ‘permanent,’ their formation is constantly expanding and may be traced and studied more 
extensively alongside other artistic practices and critical theories. As has been demonstrated in this 
paper, taking a cross-disciplinary approach to traditional and post-photographic practices picks up an 
array of conversations about knowledges which are not readily available to consciousness or traditional 
signification. The image’s engagement in embodied encounters between people, places, objects and 
technologies reshape and produce anew our perceptions of matter, place, spatiality and temporality. 
Taking a closer look at the effervescence of intervention as well as situating the mechanisms and 
potency of photography’s agency could permit societies to look beyond the lingering limitations of 
humanist thought and be re-anchored in the relational reality of today.

Bibliography:

Apter, E. et al. (2016) ‘A Questionnaire on Materialisms’, October, NO. 155, pp. 3-110. Available at: 
https://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/pdf/10.1162/OCTO_a_00243 (Accessed: 26 January 2021).

Barrett, E. and Bolt, B. (2013) Carnal Knowledge: Towards a ‘New Materialism’ Through the Arts. New 
York, NY: I.B.Tauris & Co Ltd.

Barthes, R. (1980) Camera Lucida: reflections on photography. Reprint. London: Vintage, 1993.

Baudrillard, J. (1981) Simulacra and Simulation. Reprint. Ann Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press, 
1994. 

Benjamin, W. (1935) The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction. Available at: https://web.
mit.edu/allanmc/www/benjamin.pdf (Accessed: 12 January 2021).

Berger, J. (1972) Ways of seeing. London: British Broadcasting Corporation.

Bolt, B. (2004) Art Beyond Representation: The Performative Power of the Image. London: I.B.Taurus & 
Co Ltd.

Boyd, C.P. and Edwardes, C. (2019) Non-Representational Theory and the Creative Arts. Singapore: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Brown, B. (no date) The First Photograph. Available at: https://cool.culturalheritage.org/byorg/abbey/an/
an26/an26-3/an26-307.html (Accessed: 16 January 2021).

Coole, D. and Frost, S. (2010) New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics. Durham: Duke 
University Press.

DeLanda, M. (2009) A new philosophy of society: assemblage theory and social complexity. London: 
Continuum.

Deleuze, G. (1968) Difference and Repetition. Reprint. London: The Athlone Press, 1994.

Deleuze, G. and Guattari, F. (1987) A thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. Minneapolis, MA: 
The University of Minnesota Press.

247



Dolphijn, R. and van der Tuin, D. (2012) New Materialism: Interviews & Cartographies. London: Open 
Humanities Press.

Fox, N.J. and Alldred, P. (2017) Sociology and the New Materialism: Theory, Research, Action. London: 
SAGE Publications Ltd.

Gómez Cruz, E. and Lehmuskallio, A. (2016) Digital Photography and Everyday Life: Empirical Studies on 
Material Visual Practices. New York, NY: Routledge.

Hawkins, H. (2015) For Creative Geographies: Geography, Visual Arts and the Making of Worlds. New 
York, NY: Routledge.

Ingold, T. (2011) Being Alive: Essays on Movement, Knowledge and Description. New York, NY: 
Routledge.

Latour, B. (2005) Reassembling the social. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Loomis, J. (1992) ‘Distal Attribution and Presence’, Presence: Teleoperators and Virtual Environments, 
1(1) pp. 113-119. Available at: https://people.psych.ucsb.edu/loomis/jack/loomis_presence.pdf 
(Accessed: 17 February 2021).

Nicéphore Niépce House Museum (no date). Niépce and the Invention of Photography. Available at: 
https://photo-museum.org/niepce-invention-photography/ (Accessed: 3 January 2021).

Rubinstein, D., Golding, J. and Fisher, A. (2013) On the verge of photography: imaging beyond 
representation. Birmingham: Article.

Rubinstein, D. (no date). Photography between difference and representation, or the grin of Schrödinger’s 
cat. Available at: http://eitherand.org/usere-use/photography-between-difference-and-representation-/ 
(Accessed: 12 February 2021).

Rubinstein, D. (2020) Fragmentation of the Photographic Image in the Digital Age. New York, NY: 
Routledge.

Sontag, S. (1979) On photography. New York, London: Penguin Books.

Statzer, M. (2016) The Photographic Object 1970. Oakland, CA: University of California Press.

Steyerl, H. (2012) The Wretched of the Screen. Available at: https://static1.squarespace.com/
static/588b77c0b8a79be9aed248bc/t/5d5059657aff0500016c39f4/1565546862517/e-flux_
Hito+Steyerl_15.pdf (Accessed: 2 January 2021).

The Museum of Modern Art (1970) Photography Into Sculpture [Press Release]. April 8. Available at: 
https://assets.moma.org/documents/moma_press-release_326678.pdf (Accessed: 2 January 2021).

The Museum of Modern Art (1970) Information [Press Release]. July 2. Available at: https://assets.moma.
org/documents/moma_press-release_326692.pdf (Accessed: 2 January 2021).

Thrift, N. (2000a) ‘Afterwords’, Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 18(2), pp. 213-255. 
Available at: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1068/d214t (Accessed: 20 January 2021).

Thrift, N. (2000b) ‘Still Life in Nearly Present Time: The Object of Nature’, Body & Society, 6(3-4), pp. 
34-57. Available at: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1357034X00006003003 (Accessed: 20 
January 2021).

Thrift, N. (2007) Non-representational Theory. New York, NY: Routledge.

Vannini, P. (2015) Non-Representational Methodologies: Re-Envisioning Research. New York, NY: 
Routledge.

Zylinska, J. (2017) Nonhuman Photography. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

248 249



250

III

251



252

City Constellations

List of illustrations

Figure 1: Animal Crossing sales figures chart Available at: http://www.nintendolife.com/news/2020/05/
animal_crossing_new_horizons_sold_11_77_million_copies_in_just_12_days 

Figures 2&3: In-game screenshots by myself [Taken: March 2020]

Figure 4: Screenshot from Somerset House website Available at: https://www.somersethouse.org.uk/
whats-on/now-play-this-2020 [Accessed: 07/04/20]

Figures 5&6: Screenshot from Stephanie Unger’s virtual exhibition via Lecture In Progress. Available 
at: https://lectureinprogress.com/journal/stephanie-unger-animal-crossing-art-exhibition [Accessed: 
09/04/20]

Figure 7: Online image from Georgia Tech University 
Available at: https://coe.gatech.edu/news/2020/04/engineering-graduation-regalia-animal-cross-
ing-new-horizons [Accessed: 19/01/20]

Figures 8&9: Screenshots from Twitter [Taken: 28/05/20]

Figure 10: In-game screen shoot. Available at: https://www.vg247.com/2020/03/20/animal-crossing-new-
horizons-money-earn-bells-fast-grinding/ 

Figures 11&12 : Screenshot from nookstreetmarket Instagram Available at: https://www.instagram.com/
nookstreetmarket/?hl=en [Taken 29/05/20]

Introduction

Animal Crossing: New Horizons is the most recent instalment of Nintendo’s life simulation game series 
Animal Crossing, and the first edition to be released for play on the Nintendo Switch device. The first edi-
tion of the game was released in Japan as Animal Forest in April 2001 on the Nintendo 64 gaming system 
and was then renamed Animal Crossing for release on the GameCube in December 2001. It was then 
released in North America and the European Union in late 2004. New editions continued to be released 
on Nintendo gaming devices such as the Nintendo DS, Nintendo Wii, Nintendo 3DS, and eventually even 
on mobile. (Oloman 2020). New Horizons was released very aptly on March 20, 3 days before the UK’s 
Covid-19 lockdown began, and around the time other lockdowns began worldwide. The game had a very 
successful launch, selling 11.77 million copies in just 12 days. Nintendo says that the launch ‘is now the 
best start ever for a Nintendo Switch title.’ (Craddock 2020) Its first 6 weeks in sales outsold the lifetime 
sales of the last two releases in the series put together.(Figure 1). Nostalgic old fans and new fans alike 
have embraced the game as a very welcome escape from the new, uncertain reality we currently inhabit 
due to the Covid-19 pandemic. The game’s high capacity to be customised has made it the perfect sim-
ulacra for the post-internet Covid-age. It has allowed young people to live out their unattainable real-life 
fantasies in a time of financial insecurity, as well as allowing escapism, and being an outlet for creativity. 
However, the game has also received various criticisms for perpetrating cute capitalism. Critics have 
described the game as ‘late stage capitalism’ (Temperton 2020) and stated it’s ‘cute, capitalist perfection 
is not what we need’ (Gordon 2020). I will explore the cultural phenomenon of the game by analysing its 
position in a post-internet world, how it replicates the structures of a debt economy, and the impact of 
nostalgia and the cute on its success. 
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Figure 1: Animal Crossing sales figures chart 

Post Internet

One could argue that the Covid-19 crisis has pushed us further into the post-internet age. The term 
‘post-internet’ was first used in 2008, by media theorist Marisa Olson and was developed by the critic 
Gene McHugh in 2009. (Artsy 2020) McHugh stated that ‘the internet is less a novelty and more a banal-
ity’ – it is an integral part of our everyday life. Olson suggests that as we are in a post-internet era, ‘every-
thing is always already postinternet.’ (Olson 2011). This suggests that even art not specifically about the 
internet, such as netart, for example, is inherently post-internet. When regarding the fact that art histo-
rians often read a piece of artwork via the lens of the time that it was created, this is a valid argument. 
Hence, we can read our current times and the works created in it as post-internet. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has propelled us further into the post-internet age as it has become more of 
a necessity to adapt to modern technology than ever before. Schools and workplaces worldwide were 
required to close in order for social distancing measurements to be in place to help reduce the spread of 
the virus. Video messaging services have been one of the main tools that we have all adapted to – like 
it or not. From staff meetings to university lectures to dance classes; all have been using video services 
such as Zoom in order to continue remotely. The Guardian newspaper reported on the 31st March 2020:
App tracking firm Apptopia said Zoom was downloaded 2.13m times around the world on 23 March, the 
day the lockdown was announced in the UK– up from 56,000 a day two months earlier… Zoom Video 
Communication’s share price has soared from under $70 a share in January, before the coronavirus 
struck western countries, to $150 on Monday. That gives the company a market value of $42bn – more 
than eight times the market capitalisation of British Airways owner International Consolidated Airlines 
Group, for example. (Neate 2020)

In order to survive financially, academically, physically, and mentally, we have been forced to adapt to the 
frequent usage of video calls. And these changes seem like they won’t be temporary. Major tech firms 
such as Facebook, Google, and Twitter, have decided to take remote working in their stride. Facebook 
(Sephton 2020), Google (Hern and Kollewe 2020), and Twitter have made working from home possible for 
the foreseeable future (Christie 2020). The boss of Barclays stated, ‘The notion of putting 7,000 people 
in a building may be a thing of the past.’ The necessity of working from home has made companies see 
how feasible it is in the modern world. However, working from home is not a completely new idea. Small 
start-ups had already embraced this idea. For example, in 2015, the managers of social media start-
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up Buffer shut their offices to allow all their employees to all work from home, only meeting for yearly 
summits. (Gillett 2020) Nevertheless, lockdowns, and requirements for social distancing, have forced 
more companies to warm up to this idea. Therefore, the post-internet age of work has been transformed 
forever. This is important to note as I will read the game through a post-internet lens.

Game Overview

To those not familiar with the game, it may be unclear how a game such as New Horizons fits into all of 
this. To start with, a brief overview. The main premise of the game is the player moving onto their own is-
land with a ‘Deserted Island Getaway Package.’ As people entered a physical isolation, they also entered 
what could be seen as a digital isolation in the game. However, the communicative features of the game 
mean that the player is not actually in isolation which I will delve into later. Nick Chavez, Nintendo of 
America’s Senior Vice President of Sales and Marketing described Animal Crossing games as an ‘escape 
from the stresses of everyday life,’ and that ‘New Horizons builds on that by letting players build their 
own island utopia from scratch’ (Nintendo 2020). In the uncertain times of Covid-19, escapism is very 
welcome. Some of the early dialogue in the game reads ‘My new life is underway… I can do whatever 
I want!’, which is a truth that was only possible within the game. In reality, people did begin a new way 
of life in lockdown, but with many restrictions. However, the game is highly customisable and allows the 
user to create their own utopia removed from their reality.

Figures 2&3: In-game screenshots by myself 

Features include being able to craft tools and furniture from resources found on the island, landscaping, 
being able to own and decorate a home, earning travel miles and bells (the game’s currency, which can 
be exchanged for in-game items), designing your own clothes and décor, interacting with anthropomor-
phic animal neighbours (Figure 2), the ability to travel to mystery islands, and even the islands of other 
players (Figure 3). The game also runs in real-time based on your devices’ time so when it is morning 
in real life, it is morning in the game. It also adapts to seasons in each hemisphere (you can choose the 
hemisphere you want to live in). In the northern hemisphere, there are cherry blossoms in the spring, and 
in the winter, there is snow. At a time when friends and families are scattered across the globe, or even 
in the same city but unable to visit each other due to isolation, the ability to ‘visit’ your friends is one of 
the most loved features. Although you only get to see a digital representation of your friend in the game 
unlike platforms like Zoom where you can see their actual likeness, the game allows you to do in-game 
messaging with other players, and voice-calling via the Nintendo Switch mobile app too. In a time where 
many started to suffer from zoom-fatigue (Jiang 2020), this way of communicating through the game was 
a refreshing alternative.
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User Customisation

Figure 4: Screenshot from Somerset House website 

In this section, I will explore the multiplayer capabilities of the game and how these have been utilised 
for creative purposes within the art world. The game allows 8 visitors on one island at a time, so it opens 
up the possibilities for various forms of communication. For example, I attended a friend’s birthday party 
within the game. The art world has embraced the communicative capabilities of New Horizons.    The first 
example of this that I saw was a panel talk for Now Play This being hosted in the game (Figure 4). Now 
Play This is an interactive games festival that usually takes place at Somerset House every spring. Unfor-
tunately, it had to be cancelled due to the Covid-19 crisis, like many other exhibitions and events around 
the world. However, the festival moved online, and one of the events was a panel talk with the creators 
of Untitled Goose Game, House House, and the art critic duo known as The White Pube. The event was 
hosted live in New Horizons and broadcasted via the game streaming service Twitch. They could have 
chosen to host the talk on a service such as Zoom, but the use of a video game was not only on-brand 
for the games festival, but a recognition of the heightened cultural relevance of New Horizons.
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 Figures 5&6: Screenshot from Stephanie Unger’s virtual exhibition via Lecture In Progress. 

Another example of the game being used within the art world is illustrator Stephanie Unger hosting a 
virtual exhibition within the game. The games capability for user-generated content allowed her to rep-
licate her artworks within the game (Figures 5&6). She opened up her island to her Instagram followers 
for an initial ‘opening night,’ but had streams of visitors for days. Unger mentions that ‘people need a 
distraction… and to feel like they can have some semblance of a normal fun weekend.’ She also goes 
on to say the virtual exhibition allowed her to interact with more people on Instagram than ever before. 
She says ‘ironically, I’ve probably socialised with more new people during this social distancing period 
than I do normally.’ (Hanoun 2020) In this way, the game operates as a sort of social network. It made the 
exhibition opening more accessible to people who might not have been able to attend if it was in person. 
Although many museums and galleries went online with their collections, the social aspect of going to an 
art opening, or even occupying the space on a normal day with others was gone. However, via the game, 
people were able to get closer to the art exhibition experience they were familiar with, despite it being a 
digitalised representation.

Figure 7: Online image from Georgia Tech University 
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Figures 8&9: Screenshots from Twitter 

Beyond the creative industries, the game has also been used to perform aspects of daily life that have 
been made impossible by Covid-19. As universities moved online, graduation ceremonies were delayed 
or cancelled. Georgia Tech College of Engineering endorsed the recreation of their graduation regalia 
by one of their students (Georgia Tech College of Engineering 2020) (Figure 7), and various Twitter users 
carried out virtual graduation ceremonies (Figures 8&9). Again, the fact that Animal Crossing was chosen 
versus a more traditional method of communication such as Zoom, illustrates how much the game be-
came a phenomenon amongst young people during isolation. 

Financial Crisis’ & The Debt Economy

This section will explore the context of the game within a global debt economy, and an introduction into 
how debt exists within the game. It is interesting to consider how an increase in gaming and financial 
crises coincide. In 2008, during the global financial crisis, sales of gaming hardware and software hit an 
all-time high in the US. ‘Forecasters claimed that virtual play was recession proof; a maturing audience 
of stay-at-home gamers would cocoon [around devices] … to enjoy a diversion from economic disas-
ter.’ There was also a gaming boom that started during the 1997 financial crisis in South Korea where 
‘thousands of unemployed men whiled away hours playing games in cybercafés.’ (Dyer-Witheford and 
de Peuter 2009) It seems there is an increase in gaming during periods of financial crisis in both the East 
and West. Players use games in general as a distraction from their unfavourable reality. 

Romana Ramzan, a lecturer in game narrative at Glasgow Caledonian University in Scotland describes 
Animal Crossing: New Horizons as ‘the universe you’ve always wanted, but can’t get… There’s no nas-
tiness. There’s no violence that exists.’ (Khan, 2020) She also raises the point that for children the game 
gives them the power to carry out adult activities such as building and maintaining a house. However
‘for adults, especially millennials who have lived through the Great Recession and current coronavirus-in-
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duced economic stress, it offers the white picket fence often associated with the American dream that’s 
increasingly elusive. Debt, which can accumulate quickly in Animal Crossing, can also be paid off easily. 
Goals feel attainable and within reach.’ (Khan, 2020)

With a high percentage of New Horizon players in their 20s and 30s (Robinson 2020), perhaps the suc-
cess of Animal Crossing is that it allows young adults to live out a lifestyle that seems unattainable – both 
in the pre and post-covid world. We could go on to argue that the game becomes a sort of simulacra.

Jean Baudrillard described the third order of simulacra as ‘simulacra of simulation, founded on informa-
tion, the model, the cybernetic game - total operationality, hyperreality…’ The line between image and 
reality becomes blurred. Baudrillard used Disneyland as a model of simulacra as it was a ‘miniaturized 
pleasure of real America, of its constraints and joys.’ He goes on to state ‘it’s presented as imaginary in 
order to make us believe the rest [Los Angeles and America] is real.’ (Baudrillard 1994) Similarly, Animal 
Crossing is also presented as imaginary. Using the game as a model, we can question its hyperreality 
and how it appears to be a place for escapism on the surface, yet still emulates the ‘real’ world with its 
economic features. It’s also interesting to note the use of cute, anthropomorphic animals in both Disney-
land and Animal Crossing. I will explore the links between anthropomorphic animals and cuteness further 
in my section on Nostalgia Capitalism.

Figure 10: In-game screen shoot 

The release of New Horizons alongside a financial crisis is interesting when we consider NYU Game 
Center professor Naomi Clark’s reading of the game as ‘symboliz[ing] village debt in 18th century Japan.’ 
Firstly, to give some more context, it’s important to introduce a key character from the game -Tom Nook 
(Figure 10). The tanuki-raccoon works at the Resident Services building and is the point of contact for 
upgrading parts of the island such as taking out loans to mortgage your house. Essentially, he is a land-
lord. Clark begins her analysis by explaining how the first release of ‘Animal Crossing came out at the 
end of one of the longest recessions in recent Japanese history. When Japanese homeownership had 
dipped to an all-time low, and the population was more urban than ever… So there was a ton of advertis-
ing in the 90s and early 2000s that was all centred on this idea of the ‘’furusato’’’.

The furusato is the idea of the idyllic ancestral hometown where people would live off the land. Clark also 
mentions that internal Japanese tourism is based on the idea of ‘getting back to the furusato,’ and that 
‘Animal Crossing is clearly a fantasy about that’. She goes on to mention that in the Edo period village 
system, there was the concept of collective debt. For example, a fishing village would pay for materials 

259



necessary for their trade from the outside. Sometimes whole villages would go into debt to merchants 
or feudal lords and the main debtholder would be the head of the village. They would tell everyone how 
much their share of the debt is. In the game, the debtholder can be seen as Tom Nook. However, most 
people wouldn’t pay it off as they don’t have money, and therefore couldn’t leave. She follows by saying 
in Animal Crossing you’re a ‘human-child… adopted into an… animal village’ and are given a house and 
indebted to the village. She also mentions how in Japan it’s common for one person to own the land that 
a house is built on whilst another owns the land. She mentions her own family home built on a piece of 
land owned by someone else with a 100-year lease on it. It’s similar to an old-fashioned village where 
the village-head would own the land. This is similar to how in Animal Crossing you ‘own’ your house, but 
Tom Nook owns the land. 

Since it would be detrimental to the village if people left, the landowners would build something else on 
top of the house so that the debt would never end. This is similar to how you must continue taking out 
a loan in order to upgrade your house in the game. She says in the game the ‘debt’s not really a bad 
thing as it’s the thing that keeps you in the village and allows you to continue playing... Of course, you 
also have to have more stuff to do in order to keep playing the game.’ She continues by stating she’s not 
sure how conscious this was in the design of the game, but as Frank Lantz sums it up ‘it’s there whether 
they put it in there or not. This is how games work… it’s a collaboration between the designers, and the 
players, and the world… The world is made up out of these systems…, currencies…, and… rules that 
connect objects to people. (NYU Game Center, 2020) It is inevitable that certain ideologies end up in 
games as they’re created and played by real people who live in a world made up of ideologies. We can 
also relate this idea of a debt economy to the financial situation in the West as ‘UK debt is now larger 
than size of the whole economy’ (BBC 2020) and the US is projected to follow next year (Davidson 2020). 
When considering this, could the game be seen as normalising the idea of the debt economy? We could 
even speculate that it is training users to be a part of it. I will go on to explore further the way that the 
game portrays capitalist ideas.

Cute Capitalism 

Part 2 of The White Pube’s Gabrielle de la Puente’s writings on ‘Quarantine,’ was entitled ‘Animal Cross-
ing: New Horizons’ and explored how New Horizons was a part of her lockdown routine. She says,
‘I put myself to bed in the game every single night and switch the lights off, and when I wake up the first 
thing I do is run along the water’s edge searching for any messages in bottles that might have washed up 
on the shore.  This game is patronised for being cute capitalism and… I don’t disagree but I also don’t 
care. Yesterday I was visiting my friend’s island and found a firefighter outfit in the shop which I was able 
to buy and then drop off at my sister’s island for her to wear, because she literally finished real life train-
ing and became a certified firefighter this very week. I can’t celebrate with her and she is now frontline…
but at least we were able to share that moment apart…I’m finding my oxygen in all these things around 
me, and finding plenty in Animal Crossing. (Puente 2020)

As I mentioned earlier about the game allowing adults to live out their unattainable fantasies, it also offers 
the mundaneness of everyday life. This mundaneness was very welcome in a stressful and uncertain 
time. Puente mentions having a daily routine that she would repeat within the game, including the mun-
dane action of putting herself to bed at night. It is also interesting to note the delivery of a firefighting 
outfit to her sister, a firefighter. In this way, the game is used as a mirror of real life. She also mentions the 
criticism of the game as ‘cute capitalism.’ In Scott Rettberg’s analysis of corporate ideology in the game 
World of Warcraft he states, ‘Though playing the game is itself a form of escapism from the demands of 
life in the real world, it is somewhat paradoxically a kind of escapism into a second professional life, a 
world of work.’ He argues that video games aren’t a complete escape from reality as they still cause the 
viewer to participate in the actions of labour (Rettberg 2008). This statement can be applied to New Hori-
zons as you have to do laborious tasks within the game in order to earn ‘bells’ to be able to buy things. 
You also have to pay off a mortgage, and you can participate in a stalk-market (a play on the stock 
market) by buying turnips to resell with the hope of a profit - the price turnips can be bought or sold for 
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varies every week on each island. However, the game places no pressure on the player to fulfil these 
tasks. There is no time period in which a certain amount of money needs to be paid off, so participation 
in the ‘capitalist’ aspects of the game are voluntary, unlike in real life.

However, we should consider the fact that even if players choose not to participate in certain aspects 
of the game, the game itself still promotes ideologies of labour. Nick Yee argues that ‘video games are 
inherently work platforms that train us to become better game workers [and] reveal larger social trends 
in the blurring boundaries between work and play.’ (Yee 2006) This suggests that the idea of ‘play’ is not 
separate from the world of ‘labour.’ 

In his study of Animal Crossing: Wild World, Jin Kim argues that ‘the dominant ideologies in Animal 
Crossing such as hard work ethic and consumerism are not only given by game creators but also volun-
tarily emphasized and accepted by players’ and that ‘users tend to ignore ideological effects of the me-
dia, because entertainment is just for fun.’ Therefore, we could suggest players are unconsciously partic-
ipating in acts of labour as the line between work and play becomes ambiguous. Kim acknowledges the 
fact that various aspects of the game are optional but argues that ‘narratives co-created between game 
designers and players repeat collective consciousness of commodity fetishism, one of the pathologies in 
capitalist society’ and that ‘user-collaboration stimulates users’ underlying obsession with commodities, 
[and] collection is one variation of fetish for material goods in this life simulation game in particular, and in 
video games in general.’ (Kim 2014) This led me to consider the idea of commodity fetishism within New 
Horizons by exploring how players interact with commodities in the game – specifically clothing.

Commodity Fetishism
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Figures 11&12 : Screenshot from nookstreetmarket Instagram

In this section, I will explore how Marx’s idea of the commodity fetish and Debord’s idea of the spec-
tacle are perpetrated through how some players interact with the game. In New Horizons, players can 
transfer designs they have made within the game to other players. Using a digital download code, other 
players can download your designs for free, once they have progressed to a certain point in the game. 
One of the best examples of this is the Instagram page, nookstreetmarket. (Figures 11&12) A play on 
the name of the designer clothing retailer Dover Street Market, the founders of the page Mixu, Vivi, and 
Fern, provide download codes for real-world designer items that they have recreated in the game – for 
free. In the real world, designer clothes are reserved for those of a certain financial status who can afford 
them, yet nookstreetmarket have democratised them for anyone who owns the game. We can view the 
desire for luxury goods within the game as a desire for the unattainable, yet due to them being provided 
for free, we can question whether this is really an example of a commodity fetish as there is no real-world 
monetary exchange for them. 

In Capital ‘Section 4: The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret Thereof’, Karl Marx described com-
modities as objects gaining social value and becoming ‘mysterious.’ 
‘A commodity appears, at first sight, a very trivial thing, and easily understood… The form of wood, for 
instance, is altered, by making a table out of it. Yet, for all that, the table continues to be that common, 
every-day thing, wood. But, so soon as it steps forth as a commodity, it is changed into something tran-
scendent… and evolves out of its wooden brain grotesque ideas, far more wonderful than “table-turning” 
ever was…A commodity is therefore a mysterious thing, simply because in it the social character of 
men’s labour appears to them as an objective character stamped upon the product of that labour.

… To find an analogy, we must have recourse to the mist-enveloped regions of the religious world. In 
that world the productions of the human brain appear as independent beings endowed with life, and 
entering into relation both with one another and the human race. So it is in the world of commodities with 
the products of men’s hands. This I call the Fetishism which attaches itself to the products of labour, so 
soon as they are produced as commodities, and which is therefore inseparable from the production of 
commodities. This Fetishism of commodities has its origin, as the foregoing analysis has already shown, 
in the peculiar social character of the labour that produces them.’ (Marx 1887) 

The wood’s social value is elevated through human labour once it becomes a table, and people’s social 
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relation to it becomes a ‘fetishism’. To relate this to commodity fetishism in the game, similarly, designer 
clothing is essentially fabric, yet its status is elevated by its social value. In the game, the ‘designer cloth-
ing’ is just a digital representation which transcends their status to hyperreality, making them even more 
mysterious. Due to the popularity of nookstreetmarket, we can take Kim’s argument that ‘players repeat 
collective consciousness of commodity fetishism’ to be true. 

In Aykut Tamir’s thesis on Commodity Fetishism in Computer Games, he explores how ‘players were 
influenced by commodity fetishism in their in-game consumption’ in the game Counter-Strike: Global Of-
fensive. Although it is a shooter game, we can use it to understand how commodity fetishism manifests 
in video games in general. He mentions how items that do not provide any additional bonuses to players 
other than their aesthetic value are desired by players. He discusses ‘skins’ which are weapons with 
different designs than the default ones that are initially available within the game. 
‘The default items given to the player at the beginning serve the exact purpose as… skins that can be 
purchased from the market... they have the same use value. The weapons with skin or without skin inflict 
the same damage upon the enemies. Gloves with skin do not give any extra bonuses to player. However, 
having these side features that have nothing to do except showing off - having a skin, having a counter - 
and rareness in the market arouses the desire of players to obtain it... it is the feeling of having rare items 
in the game that evokes the desire.’ (Tamir 2020)
The ‘skins’ are desired for their social value rather than their utility. Similarly, downloading these ‘design-
er’ clothes provide no extra use-value to the game than wearing the clothes that are already for purchase 
within the game. Although there is no monetary exchange for these ‘designer’ clothes, is the desire for 
them within the game just a form of creative expression, or are players somewhat willingly playing into 
the idea of the commodity fetish and trying to aspire to a higher social status within the game? 

To further discuss these digital representations of designer clothing within the game, we should explore 
Debord’s idea of the ‘spectacle’ as ‘a social relation between people that is mediated by images’ and 
‘a stage at which the commodity has succeeded in totally colonizing social life.’ Debord also discussed 
inactivity as not being liberated from productive activity. He stated
‘the first stage of the economy’s domination of social life brought about an evident degradation of being 
into having — human fulfilment was no longer equated with what one was, but with what one possessed. 
The present stage, in which social life has become completely dominated by the accumulated produc-
tions of the economy, is bringing about a general shift from having to appearing.

… ‘what is referred to as a “liberation from work,” namely the modern increase in leisure time, is neither 
a liberation of work itself nor a liberation from the world shaped by this kind of work. None of the activity 
stolen by work can be regained by submitting to what that work has produced. (Debord 2002)

We could say that in the present world, the desire to possess luxury items could be seen as wanting to 
‘appear’ in a certain way and to affirm one’s status. And if leisure is not liberated from the world of work, 
we could suggest that the desire for these digital representations of designer clothing within the game 
confirms there is a blur in the boundaries between work and play, as players are perpetrating capitalist 
ideologies by enacting out commodity fetishism within the game which is presented as a form of leisure.

Nostalgia Capitalism

I became interested in the link between consumerism and nostalgia, and how this is perpetrated through 
cute capitalism. In an analysis of Hello Kitty, Brian J. McVeigh stated, ‘as people mature, appeals to 
nostalgia encourage a reconnection with the past by buying products united by one leitmotif; same 
commodity, same individual, different ages/tastes/styles/desires.’ (McVeigh 2000) In short, nostalgia is 
used as a tool in capitalism. Many young adults who play New Horizons also played previous editions of 
Animal Crossing during their childhood. Brand loyalty was established during their childhood.
McVeigh goes on to say ‘for many…Hello Kitty is a celebration not of childishness but of the childlike, 
a hope that in spite of a gloomy, harried, and harassing world in which they are forced to outmaneuver 
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others, they are still light-hearted, spirited, buoyant, and ingenuous… Hello Kitty is for those who want to 
believe that in their hearts of hearts they are innocent’.

We can apply this idea to Animal Crossing as it also utilises cute, anthropomorphic animals. We could 
go on to say that not only does Animal Crossing ignite a sense of nostalgia in adult players who played it 
during their childhood, it allows them to get in touch with their inner child and reminds them of a hap-
pier, less stressful time in their life. In writings on Pokémon Capitalism, Anne Allison mentions that ‘cute 
characters provide a sense of security, intimacy, or connection for people who, in this post-industrial age, 
lead busy, stressful lives often detached from the company of family or friends’ (Allison n.d.).

‘The cute’ appears to rely on the existence of the inner child or desires for the child-like. In the introduc-
tion of The Retro-Futurism of Cuteness, Boyle and Kao argue that ‘the cute is always already the child’ 
so
 ‘cuteness is therefore a retro-futuristic aesthetic-affective category, at once nostalgic and teleological… 
mediated through the child [that] facilitates a kind of aesthetic time travel backward and forward, it par-
adoxically freezes time as well. Part of the charm of the cute object is its seeming stasis, permanence, 
and resilience — qualities that contribute to a sense of security.’ (Boyle and Kao 2017) 

This suggests that not only does nostalgia appeal to an idealised view of the past, but it also becomes a 
vessel for a utopian view of the future. People project fantasies onto their idealised permanent child-like 
self. During the Covid-19 crisis, people were faced with uncertainties about the future, and were de-
tached from family and friends even more than before, so we can argue New Horizons gives people the 
sense of security, intimacy, and connection that they are lacking. 

In Gary Cross’ book ‘Consumed Nostalgia’ he suggests longing for goods of the past is a result of grow-
ing up in a world of fast capitalism:

‘Modern fast capitalism meant fast consumption, a particularly intensive form of commodity culture, 
entailing the increasingly rapid pace of production and purchase, creating profit through the fast turn-
around of investment. Even though this led to economic growth and increased comfort and variety, many 
people found fast capitalism disquieting. This stress resulted from a rather distinctly modern phenome-
non – people found identity and meaning in specific goods but, as a result, felt that their selfhoods were 
threatened when these goods disappeared. The nostalgic impulse came from a desire to get them back. 
Most importantly, this longing was often rooted in the formative years of consumers – childhood and 
youth.’ (Cross 2015)

So not only do goods from the past allow people to get in touch with their inner child, but it also allows 
them to have a sense of identity. Cross goes on to mention how memories are often attached to ‘things’, 
and that in previous generations, these things tended to be religious icons or monuments, but in the 
modern age, these have been replaced by consumer goods from our youth which we tend to have a per-
sonal attachment to, rather than a collective memory. He also mentions that video games are unique in 
that ‘[they] not only offered consumers continuous novelty but succeeded in holding onto them after they 
had discarded other toys.’ (Cross 2015) This is illustrated by the fact that many adult players also played 
earlier titles of Animal Crossing. 

McVeigh also mentions the prominence of ‘nostalgia advertisements’ in Japan and how the ‘nostal-
gia-zation of Hello Kitty for purposes of profit… start[s] early in the individual’s life cycle. (McVeigh 2000) 
Consumers aren’t just attaching memories to goods on their own; marketers are playing into this. Nostal-
gia is used as a tool to create an emotional attachment to brands from a young age. 
‘To capitalize on nostalgia is to profit from the sale of such memories on the premise that they are re-
producible and transferable… nostalgia marketing…”give(s) a new lease on life” to our dormant emotive 
attachments to the past; it tries to transpose the more resonant associations onto new commodities… 
Nostalgia can be a hidden surcharge for heightening a product’s desirability. We pay for nostalgia directly 
where the product itself is an affective experience of a “recovered,” “restaged,” “reenacted, “relived” 

past.’ (Chrostowska 2010)

S.D. Chrostowska’s article ‘Consumed by Nostalgia?’ suggests that the use of nostalgia in marketing 
heightens a product’s desirability and nostalgia itself becomes a commodity as people will pay for a taste 
of their past, or a romanticisation of it. 

Of course, nostalgia capitalism isn’t unique to Japan. Adrian David Cheok mentions how in the USA 
‘kawaii’ elements are found in the animation industry. (The Japanese word kawaii can most easily be 
translated as ‘cute’ in English.) For example, Mickey Mouse and other Disney characters. In Europe, one 
of the first examples of a cute character was Moomin. (Cheok 2010) However, Cheok goes on to discuss 
how ‘the cute aesthetic’ is used to evoke positive feelings and how it is used by many organisations in 
Japan such as mascots for companies and the police, warning signs for dangerous areas, and in video 
game characters. He suggests cuteness reduces fear and makes accepting information more appealing 
and compares this use of cuteness to a bitter pill having a flavoured coating to make it more digestible. 
So essentially, cuteness can be used to cover up things that are more sinister. 

Allison states that in ‘the postmodernity of millennial mass culture, the popular marketplace is fed by no-
madic, new-age otherworldliness in the shape of virtual, digital, cute characters like the Pokémon. Such 
creatures soothe and comfort consumers all the while they generate huge profits in the form they also, 
and promiscuously, assume as commodities’ (Allison n.d.). In short, cute characters are used to soothe 
consumers into an uncritical state so that they buy more.

Fans also play a part in the marketing of the game. McVeigh mentioned that ‘if a corporation is lucky 
they will receive free advertising from those infected with contagious sentiment.’ (McVeigh 2000) Lewis 
Gordon argues that New Horizons players have been producing, perhaps unknowingly, a form of labour 
outside of the game by uploading screenshots of their gameplay to social media, which becomes a form 
of marketing (Gordon 2020). Abigail de Kosnik calls this ‘fan labor’ and argues that
 ‘fan activity… should be valued as a new form of publicity and advertising, authored by volunteers, 
that corporations badly need in an era of market fragmentation…, the community-building labor of fans 
endows objects with much of their appeal. Without fan labor, there would be little or no social aspect to 
consuming; buyers of things would not associate those things with the pleasures of joining and taking 
part in societies comprising people with similar tastes and values.’ (De Kosnik 2013)

As loyalty to the game was created for many in childhood, we should consider the fact that people have 
been prepared to engage in this form of free labour from a young age. Although fans may not see it as a 
form of work, the sharing of in-game content nevertheless becomes a form of marketing for the game. It 
helps to further elevate the social value of the game and convince others that if they also play the game, 
they can become part of a larger community of like-minded people. It offers the commodification of a 
sense of belonging. Therefore, we can go on to say that not only does the game encourage commodity 
fetishism as I mentioned earlier, but both the consumption of and participation in the game are also an 
example of a commodity fetish. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, the cultural phenomenon of Animal Crossing: New Horizons can be explained by various 
factors. Initially, I believed the main factor in its success was that the timing of its release propelled its 
popularity to a height that it may not have reached if it didn’t coincide with global lockdowns, but this 
isn’t the only variable involved. Before the Covid-19 pandemic, we were already living in a post-inter-
net age. The pandemic did propel us further into it, however. It is important to note that, New Horizons 
did function as an alternative to services like Zoom for digital connection. Many people felt a sense of 
‘zoom-fatigue’, so Animal Crossing was a refreshing alternative. I believe this is what prompted events 
like exhibitions and graduations to be hosted within the game. Perhaps these events would not have 
taken place so frequently within the game if there weren’t lockdown restrictions in place.Lockdowns 



did mean that people were at home with more free time than usual, but the game was also particular-
ly appealing to young adults as it gave them a feeling of escapism and normality during the Covid-19 
pandemic that came with many uncertainties. It is also interesting to note however, that there is generally 
an increase in gaming during times of financial crisis. As I mentioned in the section on Financial Crisis’ 
& The Debt Economy, gaming boomed during the 1997 financial crisis in South Korea, and the global 
financial crisis in the US in 2008 (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2009). The pandemic did lead the world 
further into a recession, but we were already living in a debt economy. The game allowed young people 
to virtually fulfil fantasies such as homeownership that were unattainable even pre-pandemic. Howev-
er, the game also perpetrates and normalises the concept of a debt economy. Like Baudrillard’s use 
of Disneyland as a model for simulacra (Baudrillard,1994), Animal Crossing presents itself as a form of 
escapism whilst still emulating sinister factors of the ‘real world.’ I found Clark’s reading of the game as 
‘symboliz[ing] village debt in 18th century Japan’ very interesting. I was intrigued by how the first edition 
of the game was released during one of the longest recessions in Japanese history. Again, it shows a link 
between gaming and periods of financial difficulty. Just like in the ancient feudal society in Japan, players 
in Animal Crossing are indebted to their hometown or island in the case of the game. (NYU Game Center 
2020). This resembles how debt is ever-present within our current debt economy and throughout history. 
Therefore, playing the game makes the player comfortable with this idea of continuous debt. The game’s 
main purpose may not have been to portray this ideology, but it is present. As I explored in my section 
on Cute Capitalism, Yee stated ‘video games are inherently work platforms that train us to become better 
game workers [and] reveal larger social trends in the blurring boundaries between work and play’ (Yee 
2006). As the line between play and labour is ambiguous, these ideologies would inevitably be present 
in the game. Rettberg argued that although video games are a form of escapism, they cause players to 
escape into a ‘second professional life, a world of work’ (Rettberg 2008). Players do have to perform 
laborious tasks if they want to earn ‘bells’, the currency of the game, but it is technically optional as the 
game places no pressure on players to do these tasks. However even if players were to not participate 
in these parts of the game, there are still capitalist ideologies present. One of the significant ideologies I 
found within the game was the idea of ‘commodity fetishism’ where objects become ‘mysterious’ when 
they gain social value. (Marx 1887). In the game this idea can most clearly be seen through the desire of 
‘designer clothes’ that have no use-value, just aesthetic social value. This also linked to Debord’s idea 
of the ‘spectacle’ as it replicated the human desire to ‘appear’ a certain way to affirm social status. The 
fact that the objects that were desired were digital representations of clothing makes them almost more 
mysterious, and reinforces the blur in boundaries between work and play as the game encourages play-
ers to participate in commodity fetishism even when they’re engaging in ‘play’. Of course, the game itself 
is a commodity coveted by its players with the hopes that it will allow them to live out their fantasies. The 
whole structure of the game becomes a fetish.

I became interested in the idea of Nostalgia Capitalism. As many players of New Horizons also played the 
game during their childhood, I was interested in the relationship between consumerism and nostalgia. I 
discovered that brand loyalty is often established in childhood, and brands appeal to people’s sense of 
nostalgia as people feel as if purchasing the same brands they bought in their childhood will allow them 
to connect to their inner-child. Cute characters, such as the ones used in Animal Crossing, ‘provide a 
sense of security, intimacy, or connection for people who, in this post-industrial age, lead busy, stressful 
lives often detached from the company of family or friends.’ (Allison n.d.) Cute aesthetics also reduce 
fear and cause people to be more willing to accept information (Cheok 2010). This causes people to 
be less critical of cute things, and cuteness can be used to cover up things that are more sinister. Also 
as Boyle and Kao argued, ‘cuteness is therefore a retro-futuristic aesthetic-affective category, at once 
nostalgic and teleological… mediated through the child [that] facilitates a kind of aesthetic time travel 
backward and forward...’ (Boyle and Kao 2017) This suggests that nostalgia does not only appeal to de-
sires for the present, but it can be used as a way to project utopian ideas of the future. Therefore, players 
use the game to provide them with the security and connection they are lacking in the world of fast-capi-
talism, perhaps even more so in the times of Covid-19. 

Cross highlights the fact that in the world of fast-capitalism goods give people a sense of identity, and 
that video games are unique in that they have ‘succeeded in holding onto [consumers] after they had 

discarded other toys’ (Cross 2015) This is demonstrated by the brand loyalty people have had with the 
game since childhood. This is a bit sinister when we consider the fact that fan activity becomes ‘fan 
labor’ (De Kosnik 2013) as players provide free advertising for the game via activities such as uploading 
screenshots of their gameplay to social media. As many played the game since childhood, they have 
been trained to engage in this form of labour from a young age. Not only are people demonstrating com-
modity fetishism with the game, but the entire establishment of the game is as a fetish.
Therefore, the game should be seen as more than just pure escapism as it replicates and normalises 
some of the capitalist structures of the real world such as the debt economy, whilst encouraging users 
to participate in commodity fetishism and provide ‘fan labor’ for the game. Whether the game intended 
to perpetrate these ideas can be questioned, but these ideas exist, so they should be considered when 
discussing and playing the game in a post-internet debt economy.
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Women and non-human animals have been associated continuously throughout western history. 
Through the use of language and metaphor, this connection has been reinforced in numerous ways 
within history, philosophy, contemporary practices and societal institutions. I plan to explore how 
both women and non-human animals are intrinsically linked through their oppression within the 
anthropocentric patriarchy. Metaphorically, the way in which the consumption of meat reinforces 
toxic masculinity, the physical significance of both human and non-human animal oppression, the 
sexualisation of meat and the objectification of women - and the transformation of this desire into a 
fetishised performance - results in women and non-human animals sharing an understanding of what it 
means to be abused, exploited, sexualised and consumed for the benefit of the patriarchy. Throughout 
my dissertation, I will be referring to how western history and philosophy, advertisements, pornography 
and art are critical manifestations of this relationship between women and non-human animals. More 
specifically, I will be referring to artworks from Michaela Stark, Lynn Mowson and Hans Bellmer as an 
analysis of this connection, as well as excerpts from ancient philosophy, including Aristotle, Semonides 
of Amorgos and Homer. Additionally, I will analyse the effectiveness of applying eco-feminism as a 
theoretical framework for examining the connection, referring closely to a wide range of perspectives on 
eco-feminist philosophy. I will be using quotes and references from animal ethics-based eco-feminists; 
Carol J Adams, Lori Gruen and Greta Gaard, to more nature-oriented eco feminists; Vandana Shiva, 
Rosemary Radford Ruether and Val Plumwood and also critiques of eco-feminism, from A.E Kings and 
Janet Beihl. Eco-feminism was first coined in Françoise d’Eaubonne’s 1974 publication Le Féminisme 
ou la Mort (Feminism or death). The core concept of eco-feminist theory is a conversion between 
ecology and feminism, emphasising the connection women and nature share through oppression 
within the anthropocentric patriarchy (Ruether, 1997). The theoretical framework centres around a 
series of dualisms, which signify forms of oppression within an opposing hierarchal structure, placing a 
superior over an inferior, for example: male/female, white/black, rational/emotional and culture/nature 
(Warren, 2000, p.63). Although in eco-feminist theory, non-human animals are often regarded as a 
part of nature, many animal ethics-based eco-feminists dispute the theory on account of the lack of 
placement and importance non-human animals have within eco- feminism. In the publication Women, 
Animals and Nature, animal ethics-based eco-feminist Lori Gruen states that “ecofeminist theory 
must not only analyze the joint oppression of women and nature, but must specifically address the 
oppression of the nonhuman animals with whom we share the planet. In failing to do so, ecofeminism 
would run the risk of engaging in the sort of exclusionary theorizing that it ostensibly rejects” (Gaard, 
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1993, p.61). The dualistic system employed by eco-feminism, initiates criticism on intersectionality 
within eco-feminism, not only with non-human animals, but also with women who suffer from other 
forms of oppression besides gender. This series of dualisms also fails to acknowledge individuals who 
identify as non- binary and excluded from the male/female order: those who identify as neither gender 
lack placement within eco-feminist ontology. To end the introduction, I would like to add that for the 
purpose of this dissertation I will be proposing and applying a new definition to ‘meatification’. In 
contrast to its meaning of “the shift of meat from the periphery to the centre of human food consumption 
patterns.” (Weis,2017), I will be using the term to represent the process in which women and meat are 
associated with one another in western advertising, initiating the concept of the consumable woman.

Women And The Metaphoric Animal

“From the start, the gods made women different. One type is from a pig- a hairy sow whose house is 
like a rolling heap of filth; And she herself, unbathed, in unwashed clothes, Reposes on the shit- pile 
growing fat. Another type the gods made from a fox: Pure evil, and aware of everything. … Her mood 
changes from one moment to the next. One type is from a dog-a no-good bitch, A mother through 
and through; she wants to hear everything, know everything, go everywhere, And stick her nose in 
everything, and bark whether she sees anyone or not” (Semonides, 7th Century BCE, cited in Svarlien, 
1995)The use of the animal as a metaphor owes much to the concept of The Great Chain of Being. 
Derived from Aristotle’s Biology, The Great Chain of Being is a hierarchal structure (Non-Being< Realm 
of Becoming< Realm of Being< Being) that ascends from varied inanimate objects such as minerals 
and elements to plants, animals, humankind (woman<man), celestial beings and God. Although The 
Great Chain of Being is not inherently androcentric, as celestial and God- like entities are placed above 
on the hierarchal structure, it heavily reflects the behaviours and attitudes humans present towards 
non-human animals in today’s society. The hierarchical structure reinforces the order of higher forms of 
being presented as superior over lower forms of existence, forming a structure of each beings’ worth, 
attributes and intellectual abilities (Rodríguez, 2017). This sense of superiority that male dominating 
humankind obtains over non- human animals is implemented and reinforced by language, precisely the 
metaphor. In his publication Why look at Animals (Berger, 2009) John Berger states “If the first metaphor 
was animal, it was because the essential relationship between man and animal was metaphoric” 
(Berger, 2009). Man and animal are connected through the essential factor which separates them, 
language. Although humans utilise metaphors as a form of analysis towards their relationship with nature 
(Hart, Long 2011), animal metaphors are attributed to exploring and understanding the self, as human 
behaviour and characteristics are often determined by animalistic traits (Kövecses, 2002). However, 
animal metaphors are often used to represent negative humanistic tendencies, rather than positive 
traits, for example, swine; undesirable, snake; untrustworthy and vermin; unclean (Goatly, 2006). This 
connection between human and non-human animal is evident, although simultaneously weakened 
by the derogatory use of the animal, thus reinforcing the concept of the Great Chain of Being and 
the superiority humans obtain over non-human animals. The male enforces this distance to preserve 
this domination and to refrain from sympathy towards them, allowing the exploitation, discrimination 
and killing of animals, as a part of the life man has grown accustomed to. Although animal metaphors 
represent the human cruelty, there is a significant inequality on the number of these metaphors 
directed at women, for example: horsy, bitch, fox, cougar, cow, bat, shrew and crow (Goatly,2006). 
Within everyday speech, society has normalised the use of animal metaphors as a derogatory name 
for women, thus showing that language is a binding factor connecting both women and animals 
through their oppression and through consistent reinforcement of their supposedly inferior status. 
“The animals have become absent referents, whose fate is transmuted into a metaphor for someone 
else’s existence or fate” (Adams, 1990, p.21) However, women are not only connected to animals as 
such, as they are also related to the post- life form of the animal, meat. In her book The Sexual Politics 
of Meat (Adams,1990) eco-feminist Carol J Adams explores the metaphoric connection between 
women and animals/meat through the term ‘the absent referent’ (Adams, 1990). She explains that 
individually, women and animals in their own sense are absent referents. However, the language that 
they are situated within creates a conjunction of both beings’ oppression through the narrative of 
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violence. She describes how one of the three practices animals have become absent referents in is 
the metaphoric language. They have become a term of expression through other people’s experiences 
of exploitation, objectification and de-humanisation (Adams,1990). In the context of sexual violence 
against women, Adams uses the phrase “I felt like a piece of meat” to emphasise that the meat in this 
sense is not literal; however, it is a metaphoric representation of the experience the female suffered 
as a victim of sexual assault (Adams,1990) thus leading to the metaphorical connection women and 
animals have through the absent referent. Then to intertwine both absent referents she uses the phrase 
“The Rape of Animals, the Butchering of Women” emphasising that animals have become the absent 
referents in the term “The Butchering of Women” and women have become the absent referents in the 
term “The Rape of Animals” (Adams,1990, p.23). This shows that women and non-human animals are 
connected through language and the use of the absent referent, as their experiences are applicable to 
the other’s oppression. Adams comments, “The structure of the absent referent in patriarchal culture 
strengthens individual oppressions by always recalling other oppressed groups” (Adams, 1990, p.23). 
This exhibits the fact that minorities such as women and animals, in particular, have consistently 
been associated with one another through language, as it emphasises both of their oppression by 
the anthropocentric white man. This use of the absent referent can also be applied to other minority 
groups, e.g. those who face discrimination against their race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, disability, 
and class. However, this metaphorical connection between women and non-human animals is barely 
present within eco-feminist philosophy. Authentic eco-feminist theory focusses on the metaphorical 
connection women share with nature rather than non-human animals. Metaphorical associations 
between women and nature are highly evident within western historical and philosophical texts. In the 
Homeric Hymns, Hesoid and Homer refer to earth as ‘the mother of all’, the eldest entity which provides 
and nurtures for all beings and gods (Lang, 2005). This symbolic connection has been reclaimed 
by many eco-feminist philosophers such as Vandana Shiva, and this binding of the relation is often 
understood through a psycho-biologistic eco-feminist theory, associating earth with the human female 
reproductive system (Biehl,1991) In Andrée Collard’s publication Rape of the Wild, Collard states that:
“Nothing links the human animal and nature so profoundly as woman’s 
reproductive system which enables her to share the experience of bringing forth 
and nourishing life with the rest of the living world” (Collard, 1989, p.106).
However, not only does this eco-feminist theory reject non-biological womanhood, e.g., transgender 
women, the metaphorical connection is built on stereotypical characteristics of the female. An example 
of this would be how women are deemed more connected with the earth as they obtain ‘nurturing’ and 
‘caring’ attributes. Social ecologist Janet Biehl critiques this point by stating that “culturally-conditioned 
interpretations of women’s behavioural traits often leads to a strange mixture of male-created values 
with psycho-biologistic identifications of women withnon-human nature” (Biehl,1991, p.12). Eco-
feminist Ynestra King concurs with Biehl’s argument by stating that “the women=nature connection” 
is “socially constructed” (King, n.d., cited in Biehl,1991, p.17). Furthermore, whilst discussing the 
concept that women are more attuned with nature, King explains that this idea is a “masculine 
definition” and “was made up by men as a way to sentimentalise and devalue both” (Biehl,1991, p.17)

Toxic Masculinity And The Performative Act Of Meat-Eating

“The male prerogative to eat meat is an external, observable activity implicitly reflecting 
a recurring fact; meat is a symbol of male dominance” (Adams,1990, p.11)
Language around the performative act of meat-eating has been intertwined with traditional values and 
gender politics within westernised culture. When men consume meat, it is a visual performance of 
dominance, referring to hunting and survival, thus neglecting the concept of women consuming meat 
as they are seen to have more of a vegetarian diet. This crude polemic is still active within current 
society as cookbooks direct meat inclusive recipes towards men and recipes for soups and salads 
towards women (Adams,1990). An example of this is evident within an article from HiConsumption, 
titled ‘Guy Grub: The 20 Best Cookbooks for Men.’ 12 of these 20 male cookbooks are presented with 
either meat or animal imagery within the cover and title, a few examples of which include “Eat Like 
a Man”, “Carnivore” and “Duck, Duck, Goose” (Byrne,2015). On the other hand, an article listing ‘10 

273



Cookbooks every woman should own by the age of 40’ includes only one image of meat, as the rest of 
the imagery presented on the books consists of fruits and vegetables (Canavan,2015). This narrative 
of gender-politics applied to the meat industry can be defined as Carne-politics. These carne-politics 
are also relevant in historical and contemporary advertising. My research findings suggest that most 
contemporary American meat advertisements can be separated into two different narratives. Fast-
food companies either use the promotion of masculinity or highly sexualised depictions of women 
consuming their products as marketing tools directed towards the male demographic. Burger King’s 
2006 advertisement ‘I am Man’ (Burger King,2006) is a felicitous example of liberating men through 
the body of meat. The song used in the advertisement use the phrases “I’m way too hungry to settle 
for chick food” and “Yes I’m a guy, I’ll admit I’ve been fed quiche”. Not only do the lyrics of the song 
reinforce the patriarchal values intertwined with the consumption of meat, but they also include an 
example of an animal metaphor regarding the only reference to a woman within the advertisement. This 
use of metaphor shows that women and animals are intrinsically linked metaphorically to enhance man’s 
superiority. The lyrics continue to escalate by declaring, “I am Man, hear me roar” and “my stomach’s 
starting to growl, and I’m going on the prowl”, thus showing that man’s metaphorical association with 
the animal is conveyed through predation. Man imagined as predator within an archaic society reinforces 
how non-human animals’ strength is applied to the human males’ status, when in the context of meat-
eating. The advertisement, in general, has been created for the male market. This claim is validated 
by the slogan presented at the end of the advertisement: “Eat like a man, man.” Furthermore, this is 
not the only case where meat slogans have been directly targeted at men; the phrases “Real Men Eat 
Meat”, “Man up, Eat Big” “Made with stuff guys need” and “Man food” have been circulated and used 
by various fast food and meat companies such as Campbells, KFC and Slim Jim. The other form of 
marketing promoting masculinity through meat is the sexualisation and objectification of women. In 
particular, the American fast-food chain - Carl’s Jr are extensively known for their controversial and 
provocative marketing techniques. Their advertisements from the early 2000s have included endless 
depictions of barely clothed women, who often obtain a higher sense of status within popular culture, 
embodying the physical expectations of women in society. Their unrealistic expectation of the female 
appearance damage women and girls, and in fact these images are a projection of the male desire. 
Their advertising also enforces the association of meat and women, imposing the concept of the 
consumable woman, leading to the meatification of the female. The concept of meat consumption 
gives men a false sense of confirmation of their masculinity. Men are brought up with the conviction 
that meat makes them manlier and gives them the strength and power they need to be the superior 
being. An appropriate example of how men utilise meat as a token of their masculinity is evident in 
a Fox News interview with Dr Anne Delessio- Parson, a female sociologist and demographer. 

Figure one: professor argues eating meat promotes toxic masculinity (fox news, 2017)

On the news segment ‘Watter’s World’, Jesse Watters is said to take a ‘humorous’ approach to 
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recent societal or political events. For this specific piece of television, Watters and Delessio- Parson 
are discussing how meat-eating reinforces stereotypical masculine traits and toxic masculinity (Fox 
News,2017). The interview begins with Watters introducing the topic in a comedic disbelieving tone, 
instantly neglecting the factual theory embedded within it. As Delassio-Parson tries to convey her point 
on how eating meat promotes and perpetuates patriarchal principles, Watters continues to arrogantly 
interrupt her line of explanation by various types of condescending attitude. For example, he continously 
shuts down her points of the argument with somewhat irrelevant and immature questions, avoids eye 
contact whilst she speaks, consumes a steak whilst she is talking and completely cuts her off when 
it is clear she had some references she wanted to share at the end of the interview. This interview is 
a clear example of the symbolism meat-eating holds regarding men attempting to maintain and claim 
their very fragile masculinity. The ways in which Watters presents a condescending and patronising 
tone to Delassio-Parson - distinctly show that this man is trying to protect this substance which 
supports his masculinity, that he is incapable of having an intellectual conversation on the negatives 
of eating meat, and how it can prove to damage mental health in men. However, this mindset that 
Watters encapsulates is not created purely by the performance of meat-eating, it has continuously 
been embedded within ancestral history and traditional western values through language, like a myth 
or fallacy which has been passed down from generation to generation. Although consuming meat 
is proven to cause health issues such as cardiovascular diseases and certain types of cancer, and 
increases the mortality rate within both men and women (Richie, Baumer, Conrad, Darioli, Schmid, 
Keller, 2014), this ‘man food’s’ symbolic association with strength and power, counters and defeats 
any argument presented against it, as men have often adopted meat as a part of their identity. 
 
A study determining the ‘interaction between gender identity and the attachment to meat’ showed 
that the male participants who regard their gender to be a crucial element in structuring their identity, 
had a stronger relationship with meat, than those who did not. The study also found that the men who 
retained more of a traditional sense of masculinity were the most reluctant to consider the idea of less 
meat consumption or vegetarian diet (Janson, 2016). At least since the early twentieth century with the 
militarisation of the modern nation-state, meat has always been reserved for the working white man, a 
daily supplement which gives him the strength to provide for the family, whilst the women and children 
were only able to consume it once a week and treated it more of a luxury meal (Adams, 1990). In her 
lecture in 2018, Adams explains that there have been two separate occasions in America, where the 
act of meat-eating has been involved in the re-masculinisation of the white man: the 9/11 attacks and 
the Vietnam war. This promotion of meat intertwined with the white male heroic figure implemented 
overwhelming representations with meat as ‘man food’ (Adams,2018). Gender performance is essentially 
intertwined with the act of meat-eating. For example, the female will usually cook and prepare the 
meat and all the trimmings. However, the male will nominate himself to carve the meat into sections. 
Thus, the woman slaves away over the cooker for hours, for the man to reap the rewards and add a 
heightened sense of status and masculinity to himself. However, this narrative of gender performativity 
alters in a few cases. For example, men will traditionally cook dinner if it involves barbequing. This 
warps stereotypical gender roles due to the addition of meat. The traditional carne-politics as a 
performance is also distorted when considering the examples from American fast-food company 
Carl’s Jr, and their provocative advertisements. Aforementioned at the beginning of the chapter, the 
advertisements from the fast-food company present imagery of barely clothed female celebrities, 
consuming their products in a sexualised manner. This performativity of consumption by the female 
contradicts the stereotypical gender roles associated with meat that has been evident and reinforced 
by societal institutions. This imagery of the women in the advertisements consuming the company’s 
product is a correlation of the two aspects in which promote masculinity: sex and meat, thus as the 
concept of the woman consuming meat is an inconsistency regarding the traditional carne- politics, 
the combination shows that these advertisements are created purely for male viewing and pleasure.

 
The Udder Breast / I - Femvertising
 
From the 1800s, women in the western world have unwillingly endured countless forms of sexism and 
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sexualisation of the female body within advertisements (Olsson, 2018). However, in 2019, the United 
Kingdom’s Advertising Standard Authority and Committee of Advertising declared restrictions on the 
portrayal of either gender to cease gender stereotyping, misrepresentation and promotion of unrealistic 
body expectations (CAP News, 2020). This enforcement has added to the shift in gender narratives 
within the advertising industry in recent years, fuelling a new form of marketing called ‘Femvertising’ 
(She Knows Media, 2014). Coined by the American digital media company ‘She Media’, the term 
femvertising is defined as “advertising that employs pro- female talent, messages and imagery to 
empower women and girls” (Skey, 2014). Prominent examples of femvertising include Dove’s 2004 
Real Beauty campaign, which was used to promote ‘real’ women by including more of a diverse range 
of female ambassadors in terms of race, age and body type. Although this marketing campaign is 
perceived to be beneficial towards a more accurate representation of girls and women in the media, 
it is argued that femvertising is an apparent exploitation of the feminist movement, as brands have 
labelled themselves through their advertising as advocates for women’s liberation but fail to perform 
real actions against gender inequality and discrimination within the workplace (Martell, 2019). For 
example, in 2016, Amnesty International released a report documenting that the influential company 
Unilever, which owns brands such as Dove, Sure and Lynx, have strong connections with Indonesian 
palm oil plantations, who underpay women, enforce dangerous working environments and provide 
insecure employment - often leaving them without a pension and health insurance (Amnesty, 2016). 
It is interesting to examine where animals are placed in the marketing world of femvertising and what 
this faux feminism means for the representation of animals in the media. This connection between 
animals and the media will also be examined through the lens of an eco-feminist framework. The first 
example is an advertisement for breast enhancement from a cosmetic surgery in Perth, Australia. The 
ad, directed at mothers dissatisfied with their appearance post- birth, used the imagery of a cow’s 
udders with the tag line “look familiar?” (Powell,2017). The cosmetic surgery then added to their 
defence, “We are not suggesting women are cows unless they have their breasts augmented. We are 
simply using a light-hearted image to make an observation many women quite openly make amongst 
themselves” (Burrowes,2017). The connection between women and non-human animals is evident here 
but portrayed in a negative sense. Does the liberation of one minority stand on the oppression and 
humiliation of another? In response to the many complaints the company received, they also claimed 
that the ad was ‘empowering’ and that “many mums look back on their pre-baby breasts with fondness 
- remembering them as ‘perky’, ‘strong’ and ‘womanly’” (Burrowes,2017). If women are truly liberated 
and empowered, body modification and enhancement services would not exist to the extent they do 
today. Women would not aspire to alter their appearance to meet the expectations set and reinforced 
by patriarchal fantasies. Saying this, I acknowledge that not all female body enhancement cases are 
manufactured to benefit the patriarchy, as another sense of liberating women is the freedom to take 
ownership over their body and mind, freely making any adjustments to benefit themselves, rather than 
for an external party. Nevertheless, to use the word ‘womanly’ to describe pre-baby breasts or modified 
post-baby breasts implies that ‘womanly’ and the concept of womanhood is one type of image. The 
artificial image of women, deemed as perfect and pure, is often reinforced by female insecurities 
induced by the male gaze. Pressure is applied to mothers, as the construct of womanhood has been 
fabricated in a physical sense, to create an unrealistic body expectation for post-birth. The process 
of childbirth and its effects it exudes on the body should be normalised, as it is a natural and organic 
part of life. The term ‘womanly’ and the ontology of womanhood has been hijacked by the patriarchy, 
leaving impurities modified and perfected in an attempt to reclaim what is ‘lost’. Realistically, the 
only aspect that is lost is the conventional physique, a fallacy that does not represent womanhood. A 
natural breast, a symbol of maternity and femininity, has been corrupted by the patriarchy, deeming 
it a sexualised object that is pressured to meet the unnatural standards established by men.
 
However, the patriarchy is not the only structure responsible for the hijacking and re- conceptualisation 
of womanhood. Alongside the patriarchy, the eco-feminist theory has received criticism from 
contemporary feminist and eco-feminist philosophers, presenting the prospect of essentialism, raising 
the question of the lack of intersectionality of women included within the theory. A.E Kings comments 
in reference to eco-feminism, that the philosophy “attempts to romanticise the relationship between 
women and nature by first universalising the experience of ‘one kind of woman’ and then appealing to 
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some essential ‘essence’ or necessary connection, leading those into a trap whereby one becomes 
blinded to the multitude of ways in which the concept of ‘womanhood’ is implicated in the continued 
constraints and exploitations experienced by women and the natural environment.” (Kings,2017, 
p.77). In Val Plumwood’s Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, she acknowledges eco-feminism’s 
lack of intersectionality and constraints of womanhood by asking a series of rhetorical questions, for 
example, “Is ecofeminism giving us a version of the story that the goodness of women will save us? 
Is it only women (and perhaps only certain properly womanly women) who can know the mysterious 
forest, or is that knowledge, and that love, in principle, accessible to us all?” (Plumwood, 2003, p.8).

The Udder Breast / II

To explore how women and animals share a connection through the physical significance of 
oppression, we must look at the concept of maternity and the exploitation and mistreatment of the 
reproductive system. Dr Lynn Mowson, a sculpture artist who explores the intertwining of animals 
and non-human animals through an investigation of ethics, empathy and trauma, uses her sculptural 
work as a testimony to the mistreatment and exploitation of non-human animals, transforming her 
research and knowledge of the subject into a visual act conveying the trauma that agricultural animals 
experience. Her work, specifically Boobscape, encapsulates the connection between women and 
non-human animals through maternity. Being a mother, she strongly resonates with this connection, 
as if the dairy cows who involuntarily endure endless abuse were her own offspring. (Gruen and 
Rapsey, 2018). Mowson depicts female breasts as if they were treated like dairy cows’ udders, 
showing the distress cows face - with diseases like mastitis, transforming this trauma in a way we 
can somewhat comprehend. Although she has intertwined udders and breasts within this piece, she 
demonstrates this conjunction subtly, weakening the line that distinguishes woman from non-animal.

Figure Two: Boobscape (Mowson, 2018)

I believe that Boobscape is a visual representation of Carol J. Adam’s term ‘The Absent Referent’ 
(Adams, 1990, p.20) as previously mentioned. This shift of physical abuse from non-human animal 
to a female human, applies the experience of one minority’s suffering to another, thus visually 
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encapsulating Adams’ absent referent, or more specifically the example she presents: “The Butchering 
of Women” (Adams, 1990, p.23).Mowson states in her essay ‘Making and Unmaking Mammalian 
Bodies’, featured in the publication Animaladies, that “Empathy can provide an important pre-
linguistic and embodied space of encounter that informs our moral perceptions” (Gruen and Rapsey, 
2018, p.29). If we all had an objective empathy, we would resonate with animals suffering on a larger 
scale, large enough to end all immoral and unethical treatment and exploitation of animals. The 
empathy we know and utilise as a species is objectively anthropocentric, thus neglecting an overall 
care and concern for the wellbeing of non-human animals. However, individuals’ experience with 
empathy is subjective, depending on the level of compassion one has for other sentient beings. 
Mowson also comments, “A lack of empathy or empathetic indifference to others can be an 
indication of cultural and societal forces that have normalised the withdrawal of empathy towards 
certain subjects, such as agricultural animals... Withdrawal of empathy is an act of violent erasure 
of the other” (Gruen and Rapsey, 2018, p.29). In her 2015 publication, eco-feminist Lori Gruen 
uses the term “Entangled Emapathy” (Gruen, 2015) to describe the type of empathy we humans 
should apply to our relationship with non- human animals. She defines Entangled Empathy as 
“A type of caring perception focussed on attending to another’s experience of wellbeing. An experiential 
process involving a blend of emotion and cognition in which we recognise we are in relationships 
with others and are called upon to be responsive and responsible in these relationships by attending 
to another’s needs, interests, desires, vulnerabilities, hopes and sensitivities” (Gruen, 2015, p.3).

The Sexualisation Of Meat And The Consumable Woman

“Do you want to have a bbq? Because I’m about to slap my meat across your grill.”

“Hey girl, are you a burger? Because I want to put my meat in your buns”. 

“Meat is murder, but meat’s gonna make you scream.”

Above are just a few examples from ‘Meat Pick-Up Lines,’ an article containing fifty meat- orientated 
women-intended dating aids. (The Pick-up Lines, n.d.) These pick-up lines show a sexually derogatory 
significance attached to meat, from the male perspective, substituting their sexual organs with the dead, 
objectified animal. This reinforces the idea that men can and do use meat as a token to confirm their 
masculinity and identity. These pick-up lines are overtly sexualised, showing that men are not bothered 
by being referenced to the oppressed state of animals they kill, as they are using dead animals as an 
attempt to have sex with women. However, they would not identify themselves with the living animal, as 
a clarification of their superiority to them. The difference between men relating to the meat objective and 
women relating to meat is that when women are referenced to meat, either by men or themselves, it is 
often in a negative context. In contrast, meat is an embodiment of strength and virility for the hegemonic 
male. There is no debating that none of these 50 pick-up lines is used to connect with a woman in a 
non-sexual manner, as the majority objectify women by clearly only having one motive. Men have no 
problems relating women to the objectified dead animal when he uses it to mount and dominate over 
another inferior animal, the female human. This makes me question why this article exists. When has 
the topic of meat been a successful connotation of sex? Is it the constant blurred line between selling 
women and selling meat within meat advertising that is continuously promoted on media platforms - so 
much that we do not bat an eye anymore? Is the concept of sexual meat embedded in our subconscious 
by consumerism? Why is meat sexual? Why are there various articles online listing meat themed pick-
up lines? When was meat included in sexualised language? When was the connection between meat 
and sex created, and did we notice it happening? I argue that the sexualisation of meat results from the 
constant objectification of women through the internalised concepts and the acts consumerism plays 
within our subconscious. A relentless cycle that objectifies women in meat and milk advertising, leading 
to a subconscious association of female human bodies with the post-life form of animals, e.g., burgers 
and chicken, thus reinforcing the message that women are seen as consumable objects whilst meat 
transforms into a symbol of sex. Although meat and milk are not inherently sexual, the connotations they 
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share with sex are reinforced by language conveyed within popular culture and advertising — a transition 
from the language into the performance. Ever since the 1800s, western advertising has used sexism 
within their campaigns as an attempt to succeed within the white male demographic, from the cleaning 
products for the stereotypical housewife and war propaganda throughout the second world war, to the 
makeup products for the women who do not meet the ideal beauty standards set by the patriarchal 
society (Olsson, 2018). The sexualisation, objectification, and animalisation of women have proven to be 
extremely damaging; however, it is a persistently successful tool in western advertising within society’s 
patriarchal structure. To this day, meat and dairy advertisements, especially in America, are graphically 
explicit in portraying women. A continuation of overtly sexist advertisements from the 50s-60s has 
prolonged the issue of sexism influenced by the media, into the contemporary period when we are 
meant to have made progress in gender equality and acknowledge blatant misogynistic behaviour.
There are abundant graphic examples of women presented within meat and dairy advertisements. 
The following section will collectively analyse this use of extreme sexualisation of the women 
in American advertising. As the examples to the left show, a running commentary of sexualised 
imagery is evident, whether presented through women or feminised animals/meat. This 
marketing technique used by meat companies and fast-food restaurants can be interpreted 
through the “Cycle of objectification, fragmentation and consumption” (Adams, 1990, p.27).
Women are presented as parts, deficient in a sense of identity. This incites the process of objectification 
and fragmentation of the female, leading to the final sense of consumption. Although Adams discusses 
this process as a literal embodiment of sexual violence and cannibalism, it can also be interpreted 
metaphorically. These depictions of women provoke the concept of the female as a consumable 
object, through this, the relationship between meat and women is constructed. Thus, implementing 
a new meaning to the term Meatification. This connection of oppression between women and non-
human animals is strengthened through this cycle, as it applies to both bodies. It not only objectifies 
females but diminishes their inclusion in society’s anthropocentric structure, therefore reducing 
their level of empathy to that which animals experience. Just as women are affected by this cycle, 
theprocess also transforms animals from living beings, into consumable objects (Adams, 1990, p.27). 
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This connection is not only evident in western advertising. The concept of the consumable woman 
was present within the early years of the Surrealist Movement in the 1930s. As the period began as 
a domineering male movement, including Max Ernst, Salvador Dali and Man Ray, there was little 
female representation. Instead, the female body as an expression of male desire was the only role 
females had in the French surrealist movement at the beginning, accompanying the male artists as 
their muse. This relationship is not one of love, but a fulfilment of the male artists’ most erotic desires, 
which they felt they could express in this form without guilt. Channelled through Freud’s notion of the 
subconscious, the male surrealists produced sexually bizarre and irregular compositions. Surrealist 
art and literature became the methodology used in order to stimulate and unlock the unconscious 
mind. In her essay, ‘What does a Man Want? Reflections on “Surrealism Desire Unbound”, Danielle 
Knafo (2003) responds to a Surrealist exhibition presented at the Metropolitan Museum of Art and 
the Tate Modern in the early 2000s. She states that women were represented in the exhibition in 
various forms of objectification. They were shown as “deformed (Picasso), dismembered (Bellmer), 
dismantled (Duchamp), dehumanized (Giacometti) and anonymous (Dali)” (Knafo,2003).

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure Three: Tenir Au Frais (Bellmer, 1958)
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One specific work mentioned in the exhibition was Hans Bellmer’s Tenir au Frais (Keep Cool) from 1958. 
The photograph taken by Bellmer shows his then-wife Unica Zurn, bound up and drawn with string, like a 
piece of meat. This conveys a performance of an isolated desire, a yearning for consumption. Zurn 
passes the point of human, her physique has been so deformed and distorted that she has been 
completely objectified, with no reference to her identity, still and bound like a dead animal. The 
connection between meat and sex is the concept of dead animals seen as a sexual act of dominance; 
the status men receive from killing an inferior non-human animal. In a more contemporary sense, the 
methodology of binding is still relevant in the works of Michaela Stark, a couturier and artist based in 
London. In January of this year, I met with her to discuss her lingerie work and the ethos behind her 
practice. When discussing the reasoning behind her methodology, she states that she aims “to expose 
parts of the body that we have been conditioned to hide.” (Stark, 2021) and that binding herself is a form 
of control she obtains over her body and insecurities. (Stark, 2021). She continues: “Never will I show a 
picture of my body that I don’t feel incomplete. It’s not just a natural random image, it’s completely 
controlled.” (Stark, 2021) Her methodology of binding is an example of a reclamation of the female body, 
as she dominates how she is perceived, through the power and control of distortion over her physique. 
In the discussion, she also expresses how valuable work made from the female perspective is in today’s 
art world. In reference to ownership, women take over their bodies through the contemporary self-
portrait. She states that “People who don’t create art or do self- portrait like images can still look at 
another artist and resonate with the images because they have gone through similar experiences.” 
(Stark, 2021). For Stark, the self-portrait stimulates a communication of shared experiences; women 
connect through the liberation of the female perspective within art, after a long period of enduring 
endless misrepresented depictions of the female through the male gaze.

Figure Four: Self Portrait For @Kara (Stark, 2020)
 
The presentation of language and imagery within these examples of advertising and early Surrealist art is 
transitioned into a performative process through the influence these institutions hold. The projection of 
the male desire, through advertising and art, develops into the mistreatment, abuse and exploitation of 
the female. The sexualisation of meat is also transformed into a performative domain through fetishism.

The Meat And Dairy Industry As A Fetish.

“It’s purity, associated with the innocence of the child, is a token of strength, of a strength which 
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is not revulsive, not congestive, but calm, white, lucid, the equal of reality” (Barthes, 1973, p.60)

The practice of fetish in the meat and dairy industry derives from the constant cycle of the objectification 
of women and the sexualisation of meat through consumerism. More specifically the representation 
of both meat and milk can easily be subverted and the placement of women as the metaphoric 
animal/nature within pornography is a psychical and often literal manifestation of male domination.

As Roland Barthes states in Mythologies above, milk has always obtained a status of innocence. 
Being the primary source of nourishment for infants and children, it is immensely symbolic of purity 
and maternity (Formis,2016). However, milk’s eminence can be challenged by the evident connections 
it has to hostile acts, from the exploitation and mistreatment of animals, to damage to human health 
and damage to the environment. As well as the adverse effects the production and consumption of 
milk has on humans, animals and the environment, the lucid liquid has correlations to sexual activity 
and fetishism. This transition from a pure essence into an adulterated substance can be manifested 
in various ways: its erotic physicality; subsequent representation and association with sexualised 
women in advertisements; and its inevitable corruption as the embodiment of innocence. Additionally, 
in his publication Milk and Melancholy, Kenneth Hayes argues that as well as the physical similarities 
and attributes, the relation between milk and bodily fluids, such as semen, can also be understood 
as a “causative sequence in which the flow of semen that engenders life was thought to be replaced 
by the flow of lactation that nurtures it” (Hayes, 2008, p.155). The representation and comparison of 
milk and semen (sexuality) is a constant cycle; the two fluids are firmly connected through human 
and non-human animals’ reproduction processes. Therefore, this association can be interpreted in 
numerous ways; physically, symbolically, and conceptually, thus reinforcing their intense connection.

Although milk is often represented as a refined essence, there has always been a juxtaposition of its 
context, especially within films and cinematography. Occasionally within films, the epitome of masculinity 
as a character (often the villain or the protagonist) is seen to consume a glass of milk. Regarding the 
plot, this symbolic performance stands as a disconnection and yearning for the notion of innocence, 
a desperate grasp at reclaiming one’s childhood. This attempt to recover the innocence of childhood 
is an attributing factor to the subversion of milk’s purity. According to online sources (Roberts, 2014), 
a prostitution ring in Beijing consisting of fifteen members was shut down by the authorities for the 
selling and exploitation of young mothers’ breast milk to adult men who enquire online. Mothers were 
hired by the ring’s organisers and were encouraged to supply their new-borns with powdered milk in 
order to reserve the breast milk for those who paid (Roberts, 2014). Whereas this situation involves 
a performative act of breastfeeding, a woman from Manchester, United Kingdom, utilises a postal 
system to sell her breast milk online to anyone who wants it, varying from bodybuilders, other mothers 
and individuals who buy it as a sexual kink. She comments, “It’s no different what they use the milk 
for, from a bodybuilder to a sexual nature” (Hudson, cited in This Morning,2014). These different 
situations regarding breast milk production for sexual use are divided by the presence or absence of 
the performative act. The removal of the performance from breast milk extraction brings the situation 
into a more understandable light. Why is this? Can we explain this with the same line of questioning 
about the absurdity of drinking cows’ breast milk directly from the udder? Although it is an entirely 
natural process, are people offending by the act of breastfeeding in public, as they are subconsciously 
(and somewhat consciously) aware that it is a fetishised act, providing for an adult sexual fantasy? 
Breastfeeding is not inherently sexual, as it is a natural reproductive process, but it has been hyper-
sexualised and corrupted by the male gaze transforming the female body into a sexualised object.
This brings me to the understanding of milk as a sexualised object.

 The word ‘milk’ has over 14,000 results on the Internet’s largest porn website, Pornhub. 
However, the erotic representation of the substance isn’t as evident as meat is in the advertising 
industry, leading to a more obscure and isolated form of desire. Thus, we might question what 
makes the sexualisation of milk a more secluded and concealed performance rather than the 
sexualisation of meat. Both are forms of exploitation of non-human animals and share physical 
and metaphorical attributes with sexual activity. Is it the notion of innocence and childhood that 
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decreases milk’s exposure? Is its association as a pure form so thoroughly ingrained throughout 
western culture that its corruption becomes a form of the most intensely isolated desire?
 
The use of non-human animal products and the performance of non-human animal behaviour 
within pornography is a reinvention of the sexualisation of meat and the objectification 
of women seen in advertisements. This association between women and non-human 
animals through their oppression is visible in societal institutions; however, it progresses 
into an extreme hyper- sexualisation to conform with the platform of pornography.

Pornhub has removed a disturbing video as, according to them, it “has been flagged for 
verification in accordance with our trust and safety policy” (Pornhub, n.d.). The video 
depicted graphic and disconcerting imagery of multiple women contained in cages, bound 
and hooked up to milk extracting machinery, whilst being penetrated by one male. The man 
shown in the example exuded complete ownership and control over these women, an intense 
and severe encapsulation of the relation between women and non-human animals. 

This act of vigorous pornography can be understood as a projection of male insecurities: a need 
for dominance, and a desire for consumption. In reference to early works of male Surrealist artists 
discussed above, Knafo states that “there are copious portrayals of people - mostly women - stripped 
of their humanity and a sense of belonging, all portrayals representing a complicated projection 
of male anxiety” (Knafo, 2003). The man’s need to dominate over the vulnerable and somewhat 
defenceless woman depicted in this imagery is the equivalent to the practice of the man consuming 
meat, degraded and debased, all as a procedure to secure the man’s identity and masculinity.

Eco-feminist Susan Griffin examines this connection between women and non-human animals within 
pornography through an alternative approach. In the chapter The Animal in her publication Pornography 
and Silence, Griffin says, “If she lies with animals, she is also the witch who uses the bodies of animals 
to enchant her victims. She can instill desire and by this act turn a man into an animal. And because 
this mind believes she is nature, when she turns a man into an animal he becomes a part of nature. 
He belongs to her. He is in her power. And he is mortal” (Griffin, 1981, p.29). Griffin switches the 
narrative, deeming woman as nature, still maintaining a connection with the animal (man). Although 
the woman is shown as the dominant entity in this concept, the notion follows my proposition that 
the male exerts his power over the woman as an act of securing his identity and masculinity. The 
animal remains vulnerable, insecure and afraid of their mortality and lacks real authority and power. 

The dissection of how women and animals are connected is an important analytical process, 
as it helps us recognise the male dominated society, we reside in. By using both historical and 
contemporary practices that reinforce this connection, we understand that society is, and has 
consistently been in favour of the white man. Although this examination of domination over women 
and animals is crucial to understanding the process of oppression of minorities, I believe that the 
eco-feminist philosophy is neither an effective nor efficient theoretical framework to analyse the joint 
oppression. The theory presents a stream of inconsistencies that neglect crucial factors necessary 
when investigating this relation of oppression. As the construction of the theory often consists 
of essentialism regarding women, it contradicts feminist narratives of the demolition of gender 
stereotypes and exceptions by attributing ‘nurturing’ and ‘caring’ characteristics to the female. 
Additionally, I believe that eco-feminist theory is guilty of contradicting itself. As the theory derives 
from the interconnectedness of the domination of nature with the oppression of minorities, the dualistic 
system which it is based upon fails to acknowledge individuals who identify as non-binary and non-
human animals, placing them in the section of ‘the other’. Evidently, non-human animals are a part 
of nature. However, they suffer from their own individualistic oppression. They should be clearly 
represented within eco- feminist analysis, not just as a generalisation under the guise of nature.

However, saying this, the eco-feminist theory is valuable to our existence in contemporary society. The 
Anthropocene elucidates a degree to which human and non-human beings are under severe trauma. 
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In the face of the Anthropocene, eco-feminism is an essential framework to apply to our everyday 
lives as it helps us acknowledge nature as a living being, deserving of a life without destruction. Thus, 
this recognition should evolve into a better treatment of non-human nature from the patriarchy. 

The way in which eco-feminist theory presents its framework emphasises the difference between the 
hierarchal oppressions within the dualistic system. A more effective methodology for a solution to 
the domination of nature and the oppression of minority groups would be to visualise a collaboration 
between the groups, rather than separate them. The fact that eco-feminist philosophy excludes 
certain minorities within its theory, is a reflection on which minorities are palatable to the consumerist 
mind. Just as media consumption within the patriarchal society is a reflection on what is palatable 
and sellable, eco-feminist theory decidedly ignores minorities that are often overlooked. The 
inconsistencies which eco-feminists present are a reflection on the inconsistencies evident within 
human nature. Overall, I believe that eco-feminism has the potential to be a valued framework to 
analyse the oppression women and non-human animals share within society, as it argues against 
discrimination and domination towards any minority. However, the theory is too inconsistent in 
its selective analysis and does not acknowledge some minorities over others. Therefore, in its 
current form, should not be the theoretical framework in investigating oppression as a whole.
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Inerview With Michaela Stark, 30th January 2021

L - So a brief overview of my dissertation would be how women and animals are intrinsically 
connected through their oppression, and how this connection is reinforced through language and 
advertisements. More specifically I discuss how women are depicted in the work of the early years 
of the surrealist movement. What really attracted me to your work was the use of binding and 
distortion of the female body. Can you explain the reasoning behind your methodology of binding?

M - I mean there’s so many different reasons why I do it, but I guess the most obviously reason 
one would be to expose the parts of the body that we have been conditioned to hide. To contract 
and make things smaller so that other things get bigger, so you can expose them and emphasise 
them on the body. But then as I’ve been doing my work and I’ve come to understand it more, I think 
binding is also a way of me controlling my body, because I’m exposing my insecurities and I’m 
exposing my fat. I think a lot of people see my work as a really natural body but it’s actually not. It’s 
because the way I depict my body, it’s not natural as it’s more surreal, and linked to more surrealist 
depictions of the body. Binding myself is just a way of me having control over my insecurities and 
having control over the vulnerability that I am putting out there. Never will I show a picture of my 
body that I don’t feel incomplete, it’s not just a random natural image, it’s completely controlled.

L - What I absolutely love about your designs is how they embody the reclamation 
of the female body. In terms of the female gaze, how important do you think work 
made from a women’s perspective is in today’s art and fashion world.

M - I think its super important, I think that obviously the female perspective has not really had much 
of a role in the history of western art, and now it has such a huge role in art, but maybe more in terms 
of our generation, it’s still finding its way up to the bigger scheme of the art world. I think its super 
important, because it just shows a completely different side of the story. I think that male art is also 
equally as valid, I think that they are both really valid. It’s weird because women are always portrayed 
in art, but they are never able to have their voice heard, so now I’m finally entering a movement where 
women and their voices are actually so important in the art world. There are so many female artists 
that are doing self-portrait like imagery at the moment, I think there is like a huge boom in self-portrait 
imagery or like the selfie, and women taking ownership over their body in art and then talking about it 
and talking about their experiences. I think that is not only therapeutic for the artist, I personally find 
it quite therapeutic to work through a lot of problems with my body or the way I see myself through 
the self-portrait, but I think it’s also therapeutic and really nice for culture in general. It’s just sharing 
experiences and its making everyone’s experiences more valid and people who don’t create art or 
don’t do self- portrait like images can still look at another artist and resonate with the images because 
they have gone through similar experiences. I think it’s quite therapeutic for society as a whole, 
after years of women being oppressed now that they suddenly have voices and can talk openly.

L - I have seen on your social media how Instagram’s censorship regulations are a big 
obstacle when it comes to presenting your work. I was wondering if you can tell me how 
the actions of censorship over women bodies are damaging to today’s art world.

M - I mean it’s completely damaging to the art world at the moment, Instagram is this weird void place 
where it cuts off anything you don’t want to say but then gives you almost everything else you need. You 
feel like your attached to this app and your career is attached to this app and then you can’t really speak 
out about things that matter because you’re going to get cut off, you’re going to be censored and you 
can’t show your body the way you want to show it. You actually don’t have ownership completely over 
your artwork anymore, because there is someone always putting rules in place and the rules are really 
important because they are what’s going to make your career or not, so at the moment they have that 
power. I think Instagram censorship is actually ruining a whole voice of artists at the moment because 
it’s taking our power away from us completely. I think it changes art a lot because we are so reliant on 
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Instagram, we have to make art for Instagram and we have to create art keeping in mind the rules all the 
time, so we are constantly censoring ourselves, which means that not only we not showing art that we 
want to show in its full, but we are also censoring the art whilst we are making it. There is always going 
to be a censorship layer over artwork that we are making, if we want to present that work on Instagram 
or other social media platforms. Which means that we are constantly having to think about what we’re 
saying, what we’re doing and what we’re creating, and then it takes it away from being a true freedom 
of expression or …. what’s that thing in the surrealist movement? I was watching a video about it the 
other day actually, absent minded drawing? Where a lot of surrealist artists draw without thinking?

L - Automatic drawing

M - Yes, it just means things like this are not possible, and engaging in the process is not possible 
if you ever want to share it online because you constantly have to be thinking ahead, and I think it 
impacts the art a lot. But in saying that, I don’t think its new to be censored in artwork, I think that 
people have always been censored in art, but it’s just at a different level now because it’s almost 
as if you can’t make art at all, well you can make it but a lot of the time it’s like what is the point in 
putting the effort into that when I could be creating something that people are actually going to see.
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Introduction 

“Virginity is regarded as a valuable commodity in some cultures. In the past, within most societies a 
woman’s options for marriage were largely dependent upon her status as a virgin. Those women who 
were not virgins experienced a dramatic decrease in opportunities for a socially advantageous marriage, 
and in some instances the premarital loss of virginity eliminated their chances of marriage entirely” 
(Schlegel, 1991). 

My memory was suddenly pulled back to the last summer vacation while I was in China. One night I 
had a few drinks with my high school friends. We played a game called Truth or Dare where one asks 
some private questions in the tipsy atmosphere. In my tern, a male friend seemed a little bit drunk and 
asked me how many guys I had slept with. I felt a little awkward and replied “no one yet”. He looked 
openmouthed and was in disbelief and then said, “If you desire sex, bear with it and keep the virginity 
to marriage with a rich second generation.” I felt stunned of this straightforward reaction. Since then, 
I keep wondering if virginity, one of my female idiosyncrasies as an invisible commodity, has been 
still negotiated in marriage in today’s society. My friend’s opinion probably, reveals the underlying 
sociological perception that many people view virginity: it is valuable, and this value still needs to be 
realised through matrimony. 

On account of my personal experience, I am very interested in objectified virginity and would like to 
figure out the latent meaning of the feminine characteristic in today’s dynamic gender system. Are we 
really treating women’s femininity as a mask of hidden commercialisation, no matter the actual sexual 
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commodity or the beneficial exchange in marriage? When I was researching, I came across an article 
called Virginity for Sale: Inside Cambodia’s Shocking Trade. The author described the serious trafficking 
of underaged virgins in Cambodia in detail, which triggered my thoughts about how women are regarded 
as commodities. Those girls’ virginities are often sold by their family instead of another human trader and 
this has formed a huge variety of industrial chains in Southeast Asia. The social phenomenon of the split 
between buyers and products, virgin and non-virgin, is obviously shocking in terms of the living standard 
and values in the developed others. 

So in chapter one Selling Virginity: the Contemporary Evidence of Female as Commodities, I will start 
with the example of Cambodia’s virginity trade to show my perspective of how virginity already lost its 
original value and become a kind of currency. I will use John Berger’s “negative female” (1972,47) to 
conclude capitalism’s semblance of male supremacy working on the female bodies. The continuing 
historical background of Covent Garden Ladies and Sheila Saravanan’s feminist view also testified how 
the price label is tied with female characteristics. Finally, the comment of “Either you are a victim or 
you are an agent” (Pattanaik,2002) revealed their helpless choice under extreme poverty and gender 
inequality. 

In chapter two The Segmented Body: Factory, Assembly line and Production, I gave an assumption 
of women making up a vast factory system. They are like dead bodies on an assembly line, broken 
down and reconstructed, keeping what is valuable as products and throwing away what is not. I used 
Hoschild’s endnote of The managed heart(2003,206) to start the question: if there is an invisible knife 
splinting female into pieces? Then the example of Ukrainian babe factory proved how the uterus 
constitutes the mechanical process of the reproduction factory. The chick culling technique made me 
realise the grinder is also working on the female commodities while the elite and dross parts can be 
easily separated away. Later I use Ursula Biemann’s artwork Remote Sensing(2001) as an example to 
express my view of depersonalised spirit labourer works on the sexual assembly line. However, I still 
regard some divided commodification can also benefit women. By showing the contrast of the virginity 
prices from Cambodia girls to Natalie Dylan, I feel the marketing measure of commodity package can 
also liberate women from selling their small body parts to some extend. 

In chapter three The Replication and Deconstruction of Female Genital, I focus on the replica of female 
genital. Recently, sex toy products for men are getting more and more eccentric. Firstly I talked about 
a few cases on how those websites represent their products by satisfying male dominance. After 
more research, I found out there is not only replication but also the deconstruction of females, which 
reminds me of Jon Rafman’s animation Dream Journal. Rafman is using CGI technology to let the 
variant Xanax girl achieve human’s restrained fantasy. To some extent, the sex products also represent 
the manufactural technology leading male fetish into reality. Later I use non-consensual creepshots as 
an example to criticise males making the female genitals into a kind of monster in kaleidoscopes. The 
behaviour of creepshots is illegal, but the replication is not, so consuming the deconstructive replica is 
actually a way to avoid censorship. Finally, I use the contrast of cyborgs and genital labours to conclude: 
We are ignoring the underlying male dominance because those labourers have no ability to resist. 

In chapter four The So-called Feminism: Class Resonance, I employed the example of sugar baby 
purchasing the labour works of lesser paid women as a starter to hypothesise: Not only men are the 
agent of the exploitation ，but also women are buying female commodities. Moreover, there is a complex 
relationship of internal exploitation among women. Facebook COO Sherly Sandberg’s “lean in” style 
feminism shows the deepening disconnect between the elite women and the vast majority. Feminism in 
this context is no longer a struggle for the whole female society but a class resonance. We should not 
ignore the fact that there are still many women living in underdeveloped areas who do not even know 
what is feminism, just because there are more and more advocates for women’s rights today. As many 
of the world’s garment production lines are contracted by Southeast Asian women, they act as double 
labourers, providing physical and sexual services at a lower cost. This makes me feel that our possible 
danger of becoming female commodities may be removed by their presence. So we shouldn’t ignore this 
potential threat only because our life is far away from the others. 
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Chapter one 
Selling Virginity: The Contemporary Evidence of Female as Commodities 

Female trafficking is always a central topic in international discourses of migration and commercial sex. 
The Mekong area, especially Cambodia, is considered in a serious environment of this condition. Supply 
and demand are under the dynamic balance between the powerful elite men and the poor mothers who 
sell their daughters’ virginity. “The fact that close ties are often involved means it rarely fits into strict 
definitions of sex trafficking” says Sverre Molland (2001). This is because the selling is usually not done 
by human traffickers, but by the girls’ families and even their own decisions. 

In CNN Freedom Project of the Cambodian Mom Selling Daughter’s Virginity, it tells a story of a 
desperate mother who sold her daughter’s virginity due to unaffordable debt. Kiu’s mother said “They 
saw that I have a daughter, that’s why they lant me the money. I feel really regretful but I did’t have a 
choice” (2016). And the cruellest thing is, Kiu’s virginity only got paid 500 dollars, which was still a drop 
in the bucket of the family’s debt that they will never be able to pay off. Thousands of people living 
in similar situations are vulnerable to traffickers who come here looking for little girls. In this case, a 
“daughter” seems to be like a deposit, a proof of asset, which is quite astonishing. This approach to 
mortgage lending made me realise that virginity becoming a currency is assuredly happening in our era. 
Typically, if you want to borrow money from a bank, you need to show proof of your property to secure it, 
but in areas where women are considered objects, a daughter may be the best collateral. Women are no 
more than walking bills under this circumstance. In the documentary How to Lose Your Virginity (2013), 
the narration described virginity as “pure, pristine, untouched, uncorrupted, innocent.....”. Nevertheless, 
now those words seem no longer represented the typical femininities but show a kind of elite commodity 
value. Indeed, it is not about selling virginity itself, but a synonym of “all-female idiosyncratic products 
can be bought”. 

“Many Asian men, especially those over 50, believe sex with virgins gives them magical powers to 
stay young and ward off illness” says Chhiv Kek Pung, president of Cambodia’s leading human rights 
organisation from Virginity for Sale: Inside Cambodia’s Shocking Trade(2014). He also mentions a case 
of a senior military officer who was buying one new virgin every week. After this officer was diagnosed 
with cancer, he spent one million dollars to “enjoy himself” before he died. Those men also did one more 
thing—they “reserve” younger girls for the future by giving their mother monthly payment till girls grow up 
into puberty. In this case, those middle-aged elite men take the unsophisticated, poor and uneducated 
underaged girls as targets to achieve their filthy fetish. The male supremacy and female virginity, like the 
hunter and the prey, perfectly tied together. “In early civilisations women were considered the property 
of men” ( Carpenter, 1999). However, this condition still happens now but disguised by the illusion of 
free transaction. The patriarchy and masculinity seem like imperialists working on the vanquished female 
body. 

In John Berger’s Ways of Seeing, he divided the male viewers and naked females into binary: passive 
and negative. “The surveyor of women in herself is male. Then she turns herself into an object-and most 
particularly an object of vision: a sight.......Women are there to feed an appetite, not to have any of their 
own. She is offering up her femininity as the surveyed” (Borger 1972 , 55). It’s an imbalance of power. If 
one is on the submissive side, then another is naturally on the dominant side. Regarding femininity as 
commodities is essentially a manifestation of the loss of power in women’s bodies. John Berger wrote 
this book in 1972. 50 years have passed, but this standard of classification still appears to be realistic 
in the context of gender inequality that exists today. It seems that from women’s passivity to women’s 
materialisation, and then to women’s commercialisation, is just one step away.
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Figure 1

The series Harlots (2017) inspired by British historian Hallie Rubenhold’s book The Covent Garden 
Ladies(2005) tells the story of Margaret Wells, who ran a brothel in 18-century London, which hit the 
ongoing reality of today. Lady Margaret sold the virginity of her two daughters at auction when they were 
12 and 15. The daughter Charlotte Hayes in history, as in the plot, was raised to be an objectified pleaser 
since childhood. At those ages, wealthy clients had an intense virginity complex because promiscuous 
intercourse could lead to sexually transmitted diseases among sex workers. As a result, the procuress 
would raise the price of virginity to a high stand that makes it become a type of hunger marketing. Hallie 
said they built a kind of fashion of “The experience of having sex with a virgin was highly prized” in the 
18th century. “People were obsessed with youth so this was a highly erotic, pleasurable experience.” 
(2017). In order to show their social status, wealthy noblemen spent much money to rob those teenage 
girls’ virginities. Hallie’s work is actually based on Harris’s List of Covent Garden Ladies in 1773. In St 
George’s time, Covent Garden was the sex trading centre in London. “Harris’s list bulged with a variety 
of intimate details which were amended and annotated on a regular basis.” (Rubenhold 2005, p5) In 
this book, he lists instructions for prostitutes as if they were objects. Those included their names, age 
and prices, description of their physical appearance, the health condition, and how receptive they were 
to customers’ specialised demands. The convenience allowed more and more men to patronise them, 
like visiting tourist attractions. We can tell the objectification of women’s bodies has a long history. 
Unfortunately, reality just changed its packaging after centuries. 

This list reminds me of Sheila Saravanan’s book A Transational Feminist View of Surrogacy Biomarkers in 
India, in which she explores the development of commercial surrogacy in India. The criteria for choosing 
a surrogate mother are poverty and submissiveness. “Everything about her, from her appearance, caste 
colour, religion, whether she had children, the sex of her children... Will be used to set prices” (2018), 
She says in her book. Every female character has become a label to constitute her price, whether in 
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18th century London or nowadays. She is not herself already, but a tool whether under patriarchy or 
capitalism. It seems like in addition to the prostitution of virginity, more and more instances of female 
commercialisation are floating on the surface. 

Let’s move our eyes back to those trafficked virgins. From a sociological perspective, this kind of sexual 
exploitation is rooted in sexual inequality and poverty. Although three-quarters of Cambodians live below 
the poverty line, poverty is especially miserable for women “who earn an average of only 27 cents for 
every dollar earned by a man, according to the Asian Development Bank” (Haworth, 2014). As a normal 
undereducated Cambodian woman, most of the work she can do is in a garment factory, whereas in 
an entertainment space such as in a Beer Garden or a Karaoke Bar they can double their salary. Do 
they really have choices? They are simply choosing a less lousy state between poverty and humiliation. 
“Some women take the route into sex work voluntarily, others not, it’s true. But there is a large grey 
zone in between these two conditions, a vast field of negotiation” (Biemann, 2002). Biemann perfectly 
explained this situation. Entering prostitution is the last resolve. It is neither their voluntary choice nor a 
result of blackmail. It is a reluctant action carried out in a moral grey zone. So how should we perceive 
it then? “If I’ll say that I have been forced into prostitution, people say, oh poor thing, let’s help her, she 
is in a really bad situation. But if somebody says I chose to become a prostitute that’s very difficult to 
accept or to understand” (Pattanaik, 2002). After seeing more vast field of their living conditions, maybe 
we should’t easily judge those women by our regular moral criterion. 

Chapter two
The Segmented Body: Factory, Assembly Line and Production 

Facing so many pieces of relentless evidence, it is clear that there are still a large number of women 
who are chained with commercialisation in today’s contemporary environment. I can’t help but wonder 
what kind of method those women are sold in. In an endnote to the 2003 edition of The Managed Heart, 
Hoschild gave an example of a wealthy businessman looking for a young female personal assistant aged 
22-32. There are the listed duties of his personal services requirement: ‘1. Being hostess to my parties 
at home ($40 an hour); 2. Providing me with a soothing and sensual massage ($140) (...) 5. Managing 
some of my home affairs (utilities, bill-paying, $30/hour) (2003, 206). Hoschild refers to the conditions as 
‘splintering’, whereby the former roles associated with the ‘pleasant wife’ are ‘...splintered into pieces, 
a price tag attached to each’ (ibid). This “splintering” divided female service into pieces. Hoschild’s 
concept, the Emotional Labor, like a Rubik’s cube, can be rotated into arbitrary patterns. So where is the 
knife that cut her up?

Figure 2
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At Biotexcom, a surrogacy centre in Ukraine, nearly 50 newborns have been stranded by covid19. There 
is the news headline on their website: “NO WAY HOME: Newborns stuck in grim Ukraine’ baby factory’”. 
In the journalism photograph, 46 newborns are crammed in a dormitory at a hotel. The identical cribs are 
neatly lined up, each baby doing the same posture, their mouths make the same wailing gesture, and the 
nameplates are uniformly hung in front. In stark conflict with the baroque decoration behind, as if such a 
background has diminished the traditional landscape of production line. Three nurses standing in each 
row operated the babes like robotic arms in a factory. “This idea of the baby as separate, as the product 
of a mechanical process... implies that the technocracy ultimately can become the producer of that 
product, as of so many others” (Floyd. 1994, p1127–28). Floyd explained this contemporary cyberpunk 
scenery while Lesley also mentioned, “Certain categories of female bodies, the uterus, reproductive 
processes, and the fetus are now routine and unquestionably fetishised” (Sharp. 2000, p302). If the 
routine is just like a specific production line acquiring certain baby products and the female uterus, as a 
factory processing machine. The word factory, whether exactly represents the ruthless commercialised 
female status in quo? 

Chick culling is the process of separating and killing unwanted male chick. Roughly 7 billion male chicks 
are culled annually in the poultry industry across the globe. Because male chickens do not lay eggs and 
only those on breeding programmes are required to fertilise eggs, they are considered redundant and 
are usually killed shortly after being sexed. It seems like only female chicks are allowed to grow up at 
the chicken factory. Such a screening technique is the first step of the chicken production line which 
segregates the two sexes into valuable and worthless commodity labels. As a kind of useless creature, 
the male chicks are facing the asphyxiation or maceration by a high-speed grinder. The segmentation is 
standing at the side of the capital operation while the sharp blade of the grinder is erasing the living right 
of those male chicks. So what is the context in which people are buying virginity? Is there any connection 
between chick culling and selling virginity? If virginity is an elite commodity, it may mean that the rest 
of the sex workers are a dross commodity. Just as a day-old male chick is a redundant commodity 
to a female, if only the hymen is the valuable part to their buyer, is the rest of her body destined to be 
discarded or shredded? 

In chicken processing plants, after the culling, the functions of each part are also finely divided into the 
legs, the breasts, the wings, the hearts, the eggs and so on. This kind of marketisation behaviour greatly 
facilitates consumers to purchase precisely the part of products they need. Women, too, are “priced” into 
every part of today’s social environment. After observing the various types of cases, I feel those women 
seem to be in a giant factory system. Different parts of women turned into specific brands, are processed 
in an assembly line, and then become products packaged on the shelf. The hymen, the permission to 
her vagina, different services of the intimate relationship, and the uterus of surrogacy are all independent 
packed commodities. This commoditised subdivision turns the person into an object of an emotionless 
body. Now her whole body has been put on the processing plant, part of it separated from her whole 
personality. The useless parts are removed by an invisible knife. Then we can choose to buy her high-
value elite parts or the cheap dross parts.
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Figure 3

Dr Ursula Biemann recounted how international sex workers make geographical transfers between 
borders In Remote Sensing (2003). In her work, she did not unfold by presenting specific documentaries 
but used data evidence on departure and arrival. She traces those women’s migration journal through 
scanned X-ray photographs and dense records of immigration. In the business landscape of such 
global capitalism, these women are like spirit labourers in a huge factory. They move like a kind of virtual 
servant, like blind spots. As a kind of disembodied product, They are always stripped of their identities 
and have their passports confiscated by the traffickers. Their personality is hidden, and they are carrying 
out various corporal work without their heart and soul. Things about them that might be inconvenient for 
buyers, such as their freedom, identification, ability to speak the language in a foreign land, were stripped 
out. “In this topography of the global sex trade, the female bodies get sensed and identified, evaluated 
and re-routed according to their assigned function” (Biemann 2002). They are divided, the division here 
is invisible, they are nameless, they are just a fluid body medium, a virtual electronic stream. They are 
incomplete. “The existence of these women is marked by a constant mobility, their time is scheduled, 
their space is confined, civil rights and sexual governance are suspended” (2002). Like a chicken without 
head and feet, those women’s low commercial value parts were all cut off in this vast production line. 
They are in a cage. They are placed on a conveyor belt, put forward by electronic steps of the production 
but not by the free walking foot of themself. However, there is no arrival. 

From the point of view of economic globalisation, If we regard Southeast Asia as the world’s most 
prominent female factory in the sex industry, then it is easy to understand why here is seen as a good 
export basement. Those women constructed the production line here because the cost of producing 
a female is lower, and the cycle is faster. It’s the same principle as the garment factories dotting in 
Southeast Asia. As a result, the difference between becoming a sex worker in a faraway foreign land 
and joining a garment factory for a meagre wage is just the distinction between one production line and 
another. In such a factory, women are both the labourer and the products. This factory system is not 
represented by geographical aggregation but by gender as an invisible bond. 
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Nevertheless, on the other hand, capital commodification can also benefit women to some extend. If 
we regard female sexuality as a kind of product, then the same commodity, due to different varieties 
of packaging, different regions, production and marketing measure, the price is also different. The 
documentary How To Lose Your Virginity(2013) gave an example of a modern virginity auction: A 22 
years old American named Natalie Dylan used the choice feminism as a weapon to achieve her personal 
benefits. The auction of her virginity finally hit 3.7 million. Although this transaction is not successful 
in the end, because the waiting buyer was forced to pull out by his angry wife. But Natalie still made 
250,000 dollars on the deposit. In contrast, Virginity prices vary wildly. From Kiu’s 500 to 3.7 million, there 
is such an astonishing gap in between. Successful marketing leads to a surprising victory for Natalie. In 
this case, how virginity as a product was produced is no longer important, but only how it was packaged. 
If those Cambodian girls can be sold at this price, there wouldn’t be so many subtitles marking with 
words like tragic, shocking...... I do not aim to say higher price makes female bodies valuable, but if they 
do need to trade their bodies for a living,at least they deserve more.

“The economic advantage of specialised sexuality is not only proliferation (more kinds of sex, more kinds 
of supportive instrumentation), but the creation of a differential economy of access and availability, a 
kind of erotics of supply and demand, which allows certain sexual practices to be proffered at premium 
prices, given their presumed relatively limited availability.” (Singer. 1993, p. 48) 

In conclusion, depersonalised products on the assembly line are indeed trampling on the dignity of 
women. Rephrased in another way, if this more detailed category of consumption more or less liberates 
women from their whole, we should be happy for any kind of profits they obtained from it. In ancient 
times, a female would be sold to her husband as a tool to perform the duties of reproduction and 
sexuality. But now, she can choose which divided part to sell and let the rest of her go free. If she can 
achieve a lifetime of financial freedom by selling her hymen or any other exchangeable femininity, then 
this transaction is partly liberating her. However, this is just an idealised situation. Most women in trading 
have neither initiative nor dignity. There is still a long way to fight.

Chapter three
The Replication and Deconstruction of Female Genital 

The recent sex toy industry saturated with all sorts of bizarre products emerged for men. More and 
more brands have de-masculinised their products for women because our tacit contemporary culture 
is always saying that female should please themself instead of needing a man’s phallus and imagining 
that man is doing intercourse with us. But for men, the substitute vagina is getting more and more lifelike 
and portable in varying detail, shape and touch to reach their satisfaction. They essentially replicate 
female genitalia, a pirated version of a female sexual function, which is regarded as something very much 
separating women themselves.
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I did some research on the websites where those toys are for sale. There are a few words frequently used 
to describe as: “soft pussy and ass” “pocket pussy” “vibrating pussy” “the feeling of first love” “original” 
“dominant position” “tight just like virgin” “true to life”..... For example, TheLovethings.com provides a 
3D Realistic Vagina and Anal Doll which looks identical to the real, as if the only difference between the 
authentic female was the two cuts of her buttock and loin. In a few displaying pictures, the website 
respectively gives the specifications of the product: a closeup gesture kneading and pulling the labia to 
show the ductility of the material, water droplets spreading out evenly on the flesh-coloured smooth skin, 
a pair of men’s hands forcibly holding the buttock and letting incarnadine jade show up. “The vagina and 
anus holes are very compact and flexible. The inside of the vagina is textured, with large pimples and 
rough flesh, rubbing against your penis.” Says the website. Moreover, the quintessence: a hymen was 
designed. I would have suspected of seeing the above writing from pornographic sites if not for it being 
genuine specifications on a serious product. There is another product called Pocket Pussy: Only the 
genital part of the body is reproduced, designed to be small enough to fit in a pocket just as women are 
objects to be carried around and pulled out only when it is convenient for a man to relieve his sexual 
desires. At the moment, male sexual fantasy is entirely unrestricted. Amplification, selective replication 
and fragmentation appear to be a kind of materialisation excluded from morality.

 

From left to right
Figure 5,6,7
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There are more astonishing products. Bondara.com offers a combination of breasts and genitals called 
Horny Boobs, Pussy & Ass Vibrating Masturbator, The breasts are placed directly above the genitals, and 
two hands are placed under the breasts, mimicking the position of the woman’s maidenliness. Similarly, 
there is a specialised foot-shaped sex toy on sinthetics.biz. It cuts off the vagina from the female body 
parts and then grafts them where the males’ fetish is: the feet. Aliexpress.com even provides a cake-
shaped product. An entire sex toy is like a cake, with seven holes placed side by side on the outside 
while each genital is designed in a different style. In the previous chapter, I discussed the topic of 
female factories dividing female functions into different pieces. The factory plays the role of division, 
making it convenient for men to buy a single part. If the single segmentation is just a manifestation of 
objectification, what does that grotesque deconstruction of feet genitalia and vagina cake show? 

Figure 8

These abnormal sex toys remind me of the Xanax girl in Dream Journal(2016-2019). In the 58th Venice 
Biennale, Jon Rafman constructed an imaginary world of obscene mutants. Xanax girl travelled 
through all sorts of bizarre cloning techniques; various combinations of genitalia and monsters formed 
the main body of the work. There was one scene in which Xanax girl was in a kneeling position, her 
face embedded in the private area where the genitalia should be. I can’t help but wonder if her mouth 
suddenly opened, what would be revealed? Is there a real vagina hidden inside her face? From Rafman’s 
work to the quirky sex toys, the common point is that the technology has vastly improved to satisfy 
the ultimate growing imagination, whether the technology is from manufacturing or CGI. If this fantasy 
can’t be bought in real life, Then we can only obtain the enjoyment through purchasing virtual sensory 
products of replicas and CGI technology, and the deconstructive fantasy in this enjoyment constitutes 
the role of Viagra. Rafman uses dreams to cover up the unspoken desires of the human inner world. 
However, this dream is actually an authentic portrayal of real society. 

I want to insert a story about scopophilia here. There is a comment from Bred Schneider: “People find 
Rafman’s work so irresistible because they — like all people in the 21st century — are voyeurs, they want 
to see private behavior” (2020). Draeger also points out: if “prostitution is ...the oldest profession” then 
“voyeurism may be the oldest pastime” (2001, p.41). These reviews remind me of Tumblr and Reddit who 
used to have many groups where people shared creepshots. However, much controversy makes those 
companies announced the ban. “My life is not your porn” is also a famous Korean feminist movement 
that took place in 2018 against creepshots from public places. In this context, women’s genitalia seems 
like growing inside kaleidoscopes. The private female bodies used as a commodity and psychosexuality 
tool for their perverse profit have become a public display, a public genital museum for male tourists. 
“Creepshots producers and consumers subconsciously and anonymously work to symbolically remove 
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power from their female subjects, reducing them to passive sexual objects for widespread male 
domination and consumption.” (Colbeck, 2017,p131) It appears that the term “candid photography” has 
served a predominately visual pleasure function for men to make a free purchase. Although the man is a 
consumer, he even does not pay for it. 

“Tumblr introduced their ‘safe & trust’ policies of removing pornographic and gore content, Vimeo started 
deleting many long-living profiles after accusing them of ‘activity primarily focused on sexual stimulation’ 
and Facebook increased cases of blocking computer-selected profiles in the name of digital ‘family 
values’. They aim at the suppression of raw drive and desire that may appear aggressive......Rafman 
exposes the fetishistic spillage of repressed desire online, tapping into almost half century old Japanese 
‘hentai’ monster pornography strategies of eluding censorship” (Bockowski 2019). 

According to Bockowski, if creepshots show a kind of illegal fetishism, then the replicas of female 
genitalia made a legal way to evade censorship and satisfy the ultimate male fantasy. These products 
allowed perverted desires to be fulfilled without undertaking significant risks. Cloning and mutation 
techniques make illusory freedom possible. The movie Annihilation(2018) also revealed the imagination 
of unlimited genetic mutation. In this movie, creatures who were refracted by an odd magnetic field can 
break through reproductive isolation and grow together. For instance, flowers can grow on people’s 
arms, animals’ bodies also can graft on people..... So how is this different from a real-life “genetic 
mutation” of deconstructive sex toys? Perhaps the most significant distinction is that the genetic 
variation is a random and uncontrolled variation in the movie, whereas in real life, the “genetic variation” 
is artificially controlled, based on the needs of the male buyers. Such a mutation has all the attributes 
of the gene itself: replication (copied from real women), variation (more and more whimsical products), 
natural selection (commercial selection). In fact, this is how women are treated in real life. We could not 
ignore those threats only because the toy is just an illusion of man. Firstly they imagine, then they take 
more for granted.

“In HBO television series, Westworld (2016), the androids become cyborgs once they are coded with 
reveries. Similarly, in Bladerunner (1982), the androids became cyborgs (partly humans) once they were 
endowed with mortality” (Alvarez, 2019). It seems that all of our manipulation of Androids conforms to 
ethics because they don’t accord with the essential attributes of a human being. They are born to be 
tools for us. But nowadays, we are obsessed with discussing if the androids also own human rights 
after becoming cyborgs , just like in Westworld and Bladerunner. In Westword, androids were created 
as a kind of unresisting labour to achieve human’s sexual desire. The same situation happened with 
cloned genitals: sex toys served their male dominance in a silent way. In general, whether the customers 
should be criticised does not depend on what acts they inflicted upon the labourers who serve them, but 
whether the labourers have senses. Hence, our criticism towards the objectification of the female genitals 
is ignored under the powerlessness of replicas. 

Chapter four
The So-called Feminism: Class Resonance 

Often, the performance of the Girlfriend Experience in its productive-consumption, necessarily includes 
the gendered and racialised exploitation of lesser paid service workers: cooks, maids, nannies, 
waitresses, and drivers, who provide the foundation of her own exploitation, and the production of his 
class-experience. Sugar babies, much like house workers who employ “help” — use their own privileged 
wage to purchase the work of lesser paid working-class women — even if it is unavoidable and always 
concomitant with their own exploitation. (Gonzalez and Troyan, 2016) 

Not only men are the agent of exploitation, but also women are buying female productive commodities. 
According to Gonzalez and Troyan, the privileged wage is actually a kind of weapon to plunder the lower 
class. It appears that there is also a complex relationship of internal exploitation among women: Some 
women can pack the burden of the social reproduction work to other women. For the former, it was the 

301



power given by the free market(neoliberalism), so they could get out of the heavy housework through 
their predominant salary and no matter where the salary is from, whether she received it through her 
professional work or by providing sexual services. Elite women construct knowledge to free themselves 
from heavy housework and employ workers who can carry out the job of wives and mothers, such as 
nannies and surrogates. Just as the garment factories mostly had moved to Asia, large numbers of 
Asian women took over such jobs, as a result, liberating western women from those busy and low-paid 
works. To some extent, can we give the supposition that western women are also customers who are 
buying asian women’s labour products at a much lower price? The commodification of women has never 
been for men only. Men consume women, women consume women, and this is a part that we tend to 
overlook. 

This situation makes me query those various feminism movements in vogue: whether feminism is merely 
a kind of class resonance? They seem are not working for the whole female society. On the one hand, 
they are resisting the patriarchal society; on the other hand, they are exploiting females as how males did 
the same thing, which is quite satiric. “An equal world will be one where women run half our countries 
and companies and men run half our homes. We will not rest until we reach that goal,” Facebook COO 
Sherly Sandberg wrote in the post in the spring of 2018. As a leading model of corporate feminism, what 
Sandberg calls for, is gender equality between a tiny minority of elite women and elite men. However, it 
does not require all women to join together to form a community. This scenario may seem like a kind of 
female awakening and triumph, but actually some kind of seeking of prevailing. The writers of Feminism 
For the 99 Percent also mentioned the case that Hillary Clinton’s plan of exciting women voters finally 
comes to nothing in the US presidential election of 2016, representing the “Liberal feminism met its 
Waterloo”. This is for good reason: “Clinton personified the deepening disconnect between elite women’s 
ascension to high office and improvements in the lives of the vast majority.” (Arruzza.B.F. 2019,p4) 

If taking on one more “mothering” job is born to be the responsibility of a woman than a man, are those 
great women who praise the “lean in” style of feminism, shifting the burden of social reproduction work 
to the lower-paid women, using their labour services, even from their wombs? “Bent on securing an 
adequate supply of that ‘peculiar commodity’ at the lowest possible cost to itself, capital offloads the 
work of social reproduction onto women, communities, and states, all the while twisting it into forms best 
suited to maximise its profits.” (Arruzza.B.F. 2019, p69) Here, the “peculiar commodity” means the job of 
raising the children, housework for the family, maintaining the sociological balence. In today’s context, 
those all can be bought by capital. 

Due to the relationship between service and being served, the distance between women and women 
is also suddenly drawn open. We can say that the solidarity of the women’s community is confined to 
the individual circuses. In other words, if women form a giant factory of production and reproduction, 
then feminism inside this giant factory is like a kind of labour union, a revolutionary organisation. 
Unfortunately, there are still large amounts of workers who are not aware of the existence of this union. 
Like those suffering poverty in Cambodia, there is only a slight possibility that anyone inside them knows 
about feminism. Frankly speaking, it is not a matter of gender, it is class. Women will not come together 
just because they have the same gender. Feminism looks like a kind of class resonance because there is 
a natural separation between those who exploit and who exploited. In the preface of Feminism For the 
99 Percent, the author spoke my mind: “Feminism shouldn’t start-or stop-with the drive to have women 
represented at the top of their professions. It must focus on those at the bottom, and fight for the world 
they deserve”. There is still a large area between the top and the bottom, but those in the middle, can we 
say their feminism is still focusing at themselves but not the whole female community? Perhaps, some of 
them are contributing to their own gender rights in front of their phone screens while in other aspects of 
life, acting as the exploiters of the residual value of other females, unconsciously or not. 

Conclusion 

Upon completion of this dissertation, some new thoughts emerged in my mind. The initial incentive 
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of research was to seek the current evidence of female characteristics as products in human society. 
However, during the process, I employed terms such as “they”, “those”, “them”, “their “... in numerous 
occasions. My usage of “we” was almost non-existent. Once I did, I almost felt a stare coming from 
deep inside myself. Much like the phrase “male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975), except that I was not judging 
from the perspective of the males, but an attitude of “women like myself”, gazing towards “women like 
them”. Such ‘gaze’ differentiates from underlying sexuality (male gaze) to a kind of sympathy. Again, with 
the exception that my sympathy cannot reach the full extent, the victims I have described sensed for 
themselves. “Them” is in the passive mode, it sort of serves as a separation between me and the women 
that were sold in those trades, as if I was overlooking from afar. 

This coincides with my previous view that women are not truly banded together solely for being women, 
but rather, ‘compiled’ according to social and economic classes. Even though I believe that my focus 
should lie with the bottom of the society, with as much sympathy as I could afford, I am aware it is 
difficult to empathise as part of them genuinely. The phenomenon that women are seen as commercial 
goods can be both explicit or implicit in life. If we are not detecting the threat, chances are, some people 
are bearing it on behalf. Because of them, some of our risks for belonging to the female gender are 
transferred away. 

In today’s contemporary social environment, the controversies surrounding gender raised from conflicts 
in interests are indeed grand topics. Even having observed many cases of the commercialisation of 
women, I am unable to provide my own so-called solutions nor to bring material changes to people’s 
lives. However, I believe that having the corresponding consciousness is the most important thing for the 
time being. I would like to explicate this idea by using Alvarez’s statement. 

“The androids become cyborgs once they are coded with reveries (a sort of historical consciousness 
and memory which brings them a great deal of suffering and courage to rebel)” (2019). In Westworld, 
cyborgs started to rebel because they had memory invaded inside. Memory gave rise to their immense 
pain, and henceforth, the drive to revolt. Ever since then, they had the awakening from their perceptions 
of their true identities and rights. For me, the process of observing the previously-mentioned evidence 
of commodification is also the process of myself being ‘coded with memory’. These women’s memory 
coded into me and along with it was empathy which turned me from an “android” to a “cyborg”. 

The procedure of this dissertation also contributed to part of the formation of my own female 
consciousness. Carried with this consciousness, step by step I extracted how the commercialisation 
is hidden. I proposed my viewpoints: women are being sold in inhumane manners, the incision of the 
female body from her senses, the bearing of male fetishes by the replicas, the internal exploitation within 
women, the self-commercialisation and commercialisation by others, and the unconsciousness of the 
phenomena. Nevertheless, fundamentally, I do not intend to portray a miserable picture for the sake 
of launching criticisms towards men of the society, nor do I intend to simply criticise the exploitations 
towards women or the inequitable nature of some of the feminist circuses. But I want to give the 
promotion of awareness into these corners: We should think about what kinds of mood or emotion we 
are holding, we should pay attention to the threats around us, we should keep sensitivity for the living 
conditions of the others and we should know what are we fighting for. Our rebellion should not only be 
rooted in our own “memory”, but built based on the resonance with a whole female society. 
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Introduction

I was eleven years old and sat in a science lesson in my first week of secondary school when I first 
experienced the use of sexually explicit and degrading language. “When you get a boyfriend, will you 
give him a blowjob?”, the boy sat to my right asked me. The boy to my left laughed and added, “Would 
you deep throat it?”. Confused and unaware of what this meant, I answered no, fuelling both boys into 
fits of laughter as they explained to me how unlucky this boyfriend of mine would be. They continued to 
ask the girls around the class these same questions. The male sexual expectation of women had been 
introduced and I sat there having no idea that this normalised type of language would act as the majority 
of my sexual education throughout my school and teenage years. 

The average age a person is first exposed to pornography is eleven and by sixteen, most young 
people have seen porn. An NSPCC Childline survey concluded that a ‘tenth of 12-13-year-olds fear 
they are addicted to pornography’. ‘One in five’ of the children that took part in the survey said they 
‘had seen pornographic images that had shocked and upset them’. Once on the internet, all it takes 
is a few seconds before a young boy or girl can access millions of hours of free pornographic content. 
On ‘Pornhub’; one of the most popular online platforms for free porn, these young boys and girls 
are immediately met with degrading language in many of the video’s titles, for example, ‘Fit Amateur 
Girl Gets DEEP Anal’, ‘JERSEY GIRL GETS HER ASS POUNDED!’ and ‘Cute Teen Takes a Big Dick 
Pounding’. Porn is often defended as harmless fun, leading Western societies to be more open and 
accepting of sexual representation; however, one cannot ignore the fact that the continuous use of 
extreme derogatory terminology used to describe women is becoming normalised through porn. The 
women in the first five videos I came across once on Pornhub’s homepage were referred to as a ‘Cum 
dumpster’, ‘MILF with huge ass’, ‘busty teen’, ‘tattooed-redhead slut’ and ‘busty German housewife’. 
With ‘five out of ten boys’ aged between eleven and sixteen thinking porn is realistic, we have a 
detrimental problem. 

In this dissertation it is my intention to explore the effects of a pornified culture on young people.

Isabelle LeonardPornification of Contemporary Culture, 
Fashion and Photography:
and its effects on young people
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In doing so I look to discuss the term ‘pornifcation’ whilst reflecting on the history of porn and theories 
surrounding it. A key part of this essay will explore sexualisation within both the media and advertising 
and critically analyse specific fashion campaigns.

Pornification as Brian McNair defines in Mediated Sex: Pornography and Postmodern Culture, is ‘the 
incorporation of pornographic imagery and iconography into a variety of popular culture forms, such as 
advertising, popular fiction and Hollywood cinema’ (McNair, 1996. p. 137). Our pornified contemporary 
culture is one with a prevalence of explicit sexual language and imagery in mainstream media. There 
is a significant public presence of pornographic imagery and iconography. Porn is seeping through 
advertising, fashion, television, film and tabloids, and has been for the last few decades.

“In addition to media deregulation, the shifting boundaries of the pornographic and the mainstream 
can be associated with other diagnoses of contemporary media culture, such as tabloidization and 
intimization, namely the prioritization of the personal, the emotional and the sexual over information and 
education.” (Paasonen et al. 2007, p. 7)

It’s escalation across this wide range of media has delivered us a society where explicit sexual imagery 
and language has become not only normalised by also accepted. 

In the opening chapter of this essay, I will be exploring the history of porn relationally to the development 
and boom of the Internet. I will be discussing the notion of the pin-up girl, and its early sexist 
iconography that led into the ‘golden age of porn’. The golden age began in the sixties and reigned right 
through to the eighties. Playboy bunnies, Hollywood glamour and the feature-length film ‘Deep Throat’, 
were at the time viewed by many as sexist and exploitative, however, we now are forced to look back on 
this era through a nostalgic lens. 

Anti-porn feminists such as Diana Russell (1992: p. 315) and Andrea Dworkin (1991: p. 59), had a primary 
radical focus on the potential problems involved in the production of porn in this ‘golden age’, and 
explored the negative effects of normalising male consumption of porn on women. Diana Russell defined 
porn as ‘material that explicitly represents or describes degrading or abusive sexual behaviour so as to 
endorse and/or recommend the behaviour as described.’ (1992: p. 315) I believe Russell’s definition is 
just as relevant now, post Internet boom, as we currently find ourselves immersed in a culture saturated 
with degrading imagery. 

In the chapter ‘Pornification of Contemporary Culture: and its effects on sexual acts and beauty 
practices’, I will be further exploring the term ‘pornification’ in relation to contemporary culture. The 
opening up of conversations around sex as a result of a pornified culture has allowed sex and intimacy 
to become less of a taboo and something that can be discussed more comfortably. We see a rise in sex 
forums across the internet. Platforms where young men and women can talk anonymously about their 
sexual experiences and share advice with each other. The focus, however, within many of these forums 
surrounds female self-doubt; with many worried women in heterosexual relationships seeking advice 
on the best way to perform sex acts with a specific focus on their partners pleasure with little to no 
consideration of their own. Furthermore, I will begin to look at the effects of a pornified culture in relation 
to beauty practices. I will discuss the cultural expectation that women participate in potentially physically 
and mentally harmful procedures in order to fit the male dictation of an ideal female body.

In the following chapter ‘Sex Sells and the Male Gaze’, I will be discussing this commonly used term 
and its relation to pornification of contemporary culture. Sex has become something consumed by the 
masses and dominates industries such as fashion and advertising. Unable to escape it, sex has become 
a lifestyle, seeping into high street shopping and even areas of fitness. Feona Attwood describes this in 
Mainstreaming Sex: The Sexualisation of Western Culture 2009:

“Commercial sex is gaining a toehold in the high street and being gentrified. Strip joints have become 
gentlemen’s clubs. The Rampant Rabbit vibrator is now almost as well-known as that much older sign for 
sex, the Playboy bunny girl, signifying a new interest in women as sexual consumers. Porn shops have 
been joined by the cheap and cheerful sexual paraphernalia of the Ann Summers empire and by elegant 
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and expensive boutiques selling lingerie, toys and erotica.” (Attwood, F. 2009, p. 14)

I will be introducing and critically analysing examples of fashion advertisements and campaigns through 
Laura Mulvey’s theory ‘The Male Gaze’. Through this reference I look to explore to what extent does the 
proliferation of pornographic imagery in the context of fashion affect the wellbeing of young people.

In the final chapter ‘When Soft-Core Just Isn’t Enough’, I will be exploring violence in pornography and 
the lasting psychological impacts a pornified culture has on young people. Furthermore, I will discuss 
what the future looks like for a generation of boys and girls growing up and educating themselves 
through porn. 

Chapter 1: The Boom of Sex and the Internet 

The heteronormative feminine ideal was initially introduced and presented through Charles Dana 
Gibson’s illustrations of women for Life Magazine back in 1895. The ‘Gibson Girl’ attained an hourglass 
figure; a full bust; small waist and large hips; she had full lips and perfectly curled hair. She was ‘fragile’, 
yet physically athletic. She was social yet stuck largely within the boundaries of the traditional feminine 
roles of the time. She was admired and looked upon, illustrated through a heterosexual male lens. The 
Gibson Girl ruled right through to the early twentieth century, to which the pin-up girl developed and took 
over.

The male-dictated ideal of beauty developed through pin-up propaganda in both world wars. Pin-ups 
projected the idealised female form, quickly becoming mass-produced and part of popular mainstream 
culture of the time. The woman’s full body would be shown, often posed to accentuate her breasts, 
arching her back and pointing out her bare legs. Bartky (1990, p. 26) defines and characterises the 
practice of sexual objectification, she states: ‘a person is sexually objectified when her sexual parts or 
sexual functions are separated out from the rest of her personality and reduced to the status of mere 
instruments or else regarded as if they were capable of representing her.’ The pin-up gained popularity 
through its sexual connotations; the inviting poses; the explicit display of the female body. The pinup girl 
is an object of desire, the focus is her body and her sexual availability. 

The classic pin-up of the 1940s and 1950s largely departed during the 1970s, making way for the boom 
of pornographic imagery and films. Hugh Hefner’s Playboy magazine had blown up, with an average 
issue selling 5.4 million copies by 1970 (Playboy’s circulation worldwide from 1960 to 2018, 2019). Hefner 
had altered views of sexuality by reinforcing the Playboy, bachelor-style vision of sex. The magazine was 
easily accessible, enjoyed privately at home and positioned itself as a mass-market magazine. This alone 
commercialised sex and encourage the integration of porn into popular culture. 

Playboy legitimised pornography, but The Golden Age of Porn made it mainstream. The Golden Age of 
Porn, also recognised as ‘porno chic’, (McNair, B. 2012) alludes to a decade in commercial pornography 
which began in America and extended internationally. This golden era is defined by feature-length films 
with expansive storylines and high-quality production. 

Linda Lovelace was the first female porn star to achieve mainstream fame and is recognised for her 
performance in the 1972 hard-core pornographic sensation, Deep Throat. Deep Throat’s storyline follows 
Lovelace who appears at first to be sexually frustrated, unable to achieve an orgasm. After seeking help 
from a doctor who locates her clitoris in her throat, she develops her oral technique, ‘deep throating’ 
and performs this on several men. The film was advertised in The New York Times and quickly gained 
popularity and critical acclaim. However, the film’s success soon became overshadowed by Linda 
Lovelace’s accounts of marital abuse, rape and forced prostitution which she brings to light in her 1980 
autobiography ‘Ordeal’ and 1986 biography ‘Out of Bondage.’ Affiliating herself with anti-porn feminists, 
Linda Lovelace attained fame and attraction again, however this time for campaigning at events led by 
Women Against Pornography. 

Anti-porn second-wave feminists defined pornography as the eroticisation of violence and degradation 
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against women. (Dworkin, A. 1981, Griffin, S. 1981, Dworkin, A. and MacKinnon, C. 1988.) Anti-porn 
feminists view pornography as harmful to women, suggesting female performers are coerced into the 
filming of sexual acts. ‘Male domination of the female body is the basic material reality of women’s lives; 
and all struggle for dignity and self-determination is rooted in the struggle for actual control of one’s own 
body, especially control over physical access to one’s own body.’ (Dworkin, A. 1981) Linda Lovelace is 
an example of the female experience of the violence and degradation of pornography. 

Furthermore, after outing her experience in order to inform others on her absence of control over her 
body in porn, Lovelace’s voice was swiftly shut down by her male counterparts. As Paasonen and 
Saarenmaa (2007, p. 25) touch on in ‘Pornification: Sex and Sexuality in the Media’, despite media 
coverage of Lovelace’s allegations, she was silenced in the 2005 documentary film ‘Inside Deep Throat’, 
which aimed to cover the story of Deep Throat, its creation and success. The documentary consisted 
of an uncritical response. The original Deep Throat was instead celebrated as a revolutionary milestone 
for sexual freedom and the documentary failed to recognise or consider Lovelace’s accounts of her 
experience of the film. 

We now find ourselves in a pornographic era that is unrecognisable from porn before the Internet. 
Modern online pornography is accessed mostly on sites such as Pornhub, RedTube and YouPorn. These 
sites offer free porn to be enjoyed anonymously and in the privacy of your home. 
Although the golden age of porn was a period of violence, degradation and silencing of female voices, 
society labels it as a time of innocence, one that should be celebrated for its mainstreaming of sex and 
intimacy. Looking back through this nostalgic lens could be due to the tumultuous position we are in 
today with pornography. Social geographer Alistair Bonnett argues in ‘The Geography of Nostalgia’ that 
nostalgia is created in the modern world, out of fetishised views of a ‘better’ past, and a discomfort with 
change. ‘Modernity first, nostalgia second; modernity the creator, nostalgia the created.’ (Bonnett, A. 
2015, p. 4) We gaze back from our existing state of modern society in which porn is no longer something 
to be viewed in the privacy of the home, but something to be experienced through mass culture. There’s 
a trajectory of using explicit sexual images in the context of advertising and media. Chapter 2 will explore 
this more fully.

Chapter 2: Pornification of Contemporary Culture

Although the escalation of pornography in contemporary culture is initially alarming, this prevalence of 
sex has indeed opened up many conversations surrounding the subject. We are able to talk more freely 
and comfortably about sex, it’s rightly no longer a private taboo. There are now many online chat forums 
where people are able to share their sexual experiences, creating discussions around intimacy. 

The Student Room is ‘the UK’s largest online student community’, with ‘75% of UK students aged 14-
25’ visiting the site and ‘10 million students online a month.’ The website provides informative advice 
surrounding universities, exams and education overall. The Student Room, however, is used mostly for 
its anonymous chat forums, offering young people an area they can share intimate experiences and ask 
direct sexual questions which they would rarely find possible in the context of home or school life. 

Under the heading ‘Study Help’ I found a number of conversations on the forum surrounding sex. In the 
midst of numerous discussions opened by young girls seeking advice, I came across a discussion a girl 
had titled; ‘girls do you enjoy anal?’, followed by, ‘anal is really painful for me but my boyfriend keeps 
wanting it’, ‘how do I loosen up’. (Anonymous #1. 2020) Many of the responses which followed were girls 
proclaiming their disgust and mutual reluctance towards anal sex. However, some of the male responses 
were alarming. ‘I would never agree to be the boyfriend of any woman that didn’t do and enjoy anal, oral 
or period sex’ (Kruger, D. 2020). A profile called ‘Old Skool Freak’ responded with ‘I remember every 
night I would hassle my girlfriend for anal sex. Even though she didn’t really want it, one day she just 
gave in and let me have anal.’ 

There is a strong similarity that runs through these forums. These young girls and women have a 
significant concentration on performing for and pleasing their male partner, rather than discussing their 
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own sexuality. The ability to sexually please men seems to be the dominant focus, causing women 
to ignore their personal reluctance to these sexual acts. Women are sacrificing their own pleasure as 
a means of satisfying their male counterparts, and there is clearly an immense pressure to perform 
correctly. 

According to research published in the British Medical Journal, ‘the main reasons given for young people 
having anal sex were that men wanted to copy what they saw in pornography, and that anal is ‘tighter’’ 
(Marston, C. and Lewis, R. 2014). The research also showed that anal sex is seen as a competition 
amongst young males, with men instructing women to ‘relax more’ for it to be less painful. Additionally, 
the research projected a consistent view that men want women to do it, and women, despite being 
scared, try anal sex to please them. Again, we see women ignoring their concerns, in this case, regarding 
even their own safety, in order to satisfy their male partners. With ‘56 percent of sex scenes’ in porn 
featuring anal (Gill, 2016) and with ‘over 6.83 million’ pornographic videos uploaded to Pornhub in one 
year alone (Pornhub, 2019), the coverage of this sexual act is harrowingly high. No wonder anal sex is 
now a normality amongst young people. Furthermore, these pornographic depictions share an exclusion 
of communication and trust between the couples involved, therefore, educating young people an 
unhealthy sexual mindset. 

From twerking, to the Kardashians, the prominence of a woman’s behind has turned into a cultural 
phenomenon. The craze around anal sex goes hand in hand with the societal obsession with big 
bums and their erotic potential - both prime examples of pornification of contemporary culture. Paper 
Magazine’s 2014 cover features Kim Kardashian revealing her naked body (Figure 1). Below her bare 
behind shows the title ‘Break the Internet Kim Kardashian.’ The cover story was photographed by white 
male photographer, Jean-Paul Goude. Kardashian is portrayed as the sexualised object, dressed in 
nothing but jewellery and satin gloves, her purposely posed body accentuating her exposed figure. Oil 
covering her skin acts as a pornographic demonstration, lubricating her. The title of the cover reflects 
the immediate publicity, success and hype it captivated. Post leak of her sex tape, the sexualisation of 
Kardashian in this image is a nod to the pornified character she has strategically or not, maintained as 
part of her public persona. 

The wholesome understanding of the heterosexual consumption of the female body in this image is 
synonymous with the pornification of contemporary culture and problematic understandings of race. 
The problem with the pornification of culture is not only in relationship to exposing young people 
to sexually explicit imagery, but also the ideas of racial stereotyping which are perpetuated through 
mass media consumption, particularly in this instance. Photographer Jean-Paul Goude’s troublesome 
representations of black women’s bodies are exploitative and problematic. The Paper Magazine cover 
starring Kardashian is a regeneration of particular images from Goude’s 1976 photo book Jungle Fever. 
Jungle Fever features a series of photographs of black women posed in hyper sexualised ways. The 
book eroticises the black female body and extends the degrading and dehumanising idea that black 
women’s bodies are an object to be gazed at, sexualised and fetishised by white men. Whilst the limits 
of this paper are not specifically dealing with this idea of the white male directed racialised perception, 
there is definitely an important and wider argument in reference to understandings of race and further 
research should be conducted. 
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Figure 1

Similarly to porn, the portrayal of the female body in the media is unrealistic. The heteronormative 
idealistic construction of the female body saturates mass media. As a result, women and young people 
are taking part in harmful beauty practices in an attempt to meet this unhealthy social construct. 

In Beauty and Misogyny, Sheila Jeffreys speaks on the media’s portrayal of the sexualised female body, 
‘The bedrock of this cultural domination is the treatment of women as sex objects and the identification 
of women themselves within this cultural condition.’ (Jeffreys, S. 2005) Women are becoming alienated 
from their own bodies and thus are learning to look at their bodies as objects in need of change and 
alteration. Jeffreys goes on to explain how western beauty practices ‘arise from this lower value’, a 
lower value that men hold on women. ‘Makeup and high-heeled shoes, labiaplasty and breast implants 
are the result of the value placed on women and girls in the west, where women’s bodies are changed 
and decorated to show that women are members of a subordinated class that exists for men’s delight’ 

312

(Jeffreys, S. 2005). Labiaplasty and breast implants, in particular, are alterations that are derived from 
representations of the female body in porn. 

Labiaplasty is a plastic surgery procedure that alters the labia. The rise in labiaplasty among many 
women has been attributed to the sexualised role and unrealistic representation of the female body in 
pornography. In the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologist (RCOG) 2013 report, it is argued 
that because there is ‘limited authoritative information on normal female genital anatomy, women and 
girls who are self-conscious about their genital appearance have to refer to cultural representations of 
female genitalia and self-evaluation.’ (RCOG Ethics Committee, 2013, pp 1- 12) These are found mainly 
online, on porn sites, in media and advertising and are altering women’s perception of what is normal. 
Society expects women to demonstrate and prove their femininity by engaging in painful, expensive and 
time-consuming beauty practices. 

According to the Gynaecological Cancer charity Eve Appeal, 44% of women are unable to identify 
the vagina on an anatomical diagram; with 60% unable to identify the vulva (It’s vitally important to 
#KnowYourBody, 2016). Women are unaware of their own bodies. The only explicit image of a vagina 
easily available is in porn, and even in a pornified contemporary culture, vaginas are still a taboo. 
Through the constant dictation of how to look and through continuous direction as to what is more 
attractive and preferable to men, women have become disjointed from their bodies, viewing themselves 
from a distant, exterior perspective. 

Feminist writer Andrea Dworkin raises the point that beauty practices are damaging to women in her 
1974 book Woman Hating. Dworkin (1974) touches on the cultural notion around beauty and the harms 
this has on women, ‘Standards of beauty describe in precise terms the relationship that an individual will 
have to her own body. They prescribe her mobility, spontaneity, posture, gait, the uses to which she can 
put her body. They define precisely the dimensions of her physical freedom.’ Through the male dictated 
standard of beauty perpetuated in mass media, a woman inevitably becomes disconnected from her 
body and begins to study and critique herself from a peripheral perspective. 

Chapter 3: Sex Sells and the Male Gaze 

In Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema (1975), Laura Mulvey uses the theories of Freud and Lacan 
as a ‘political weapon’ to support her concept surrounding the disparity of gender representation in 
cinema. She explains her theory ‘the male gaze’, discussing the problematic positioning of women in 
order to fulfil and pleasure the male viewer. Mulvey argues that the male protagonist and the assumed 
male viewer hold all the power. They share a combined gaze over the subordinate female character. The 
narrative supports the active male protagonist role and never fails to place the woman into a position 
of desire, enabling the male viewer an ability to identify with this common dominant male role. ‘The 
man controls the film phantasy and also emerges as the representative of power in a further sense: as 
the bearer of the look of the spectator, transferring it behind the screen to neutralize the extra-diegetic 
tendencies represented by woman as spectacle.’ (Mulvey, L. 1975, pp 63) The spectator and protagonist 
share an enjoyment in the objectification of the passive female character and in this way can relate to 
one another. 
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Figure 2

The male gaze dictates contemporary culture and contributes wholly to the barriers built to block 
women’s equality. Our current cultural climate is personified by gender asymmetry, and this is reflected 
through fashion advertising. Ellen Von Unwerth’s Wonderbra advert (figure 2) shows model Eva Herzigova 
dressed in only her underwear. She is photographed looking down at her pushed-up and accentuated 
breasts, alongside the caption ‘HELLO BOYS.’ The image alongside the caption immediately signifies 
Herzigova and her breasts as the product, catered for men. Although bras are typically designed for 
female use, the advert addresses men and men alone. ‘Woman, then, stands in patriarchal culture as 
a signifier for the male other, bound by a symbolic order in which man can live out his fantasies and 
obsessions through linguistic command by imposing them on the silent image of a woman still tied to her 
place as the bearer of meaning, not maker of meaning.’ (Mulvey, L. 1975, pp 58) Alternatively, the pose 
in which Herzigova looks down, addressing her breasts with ‘HELLO BOYS’, thrusts forward the notion 
that her breasts belong to the male spectator. Her breasts are the bearer of meaning to which she has no 
control. 

This gender power asymmetry is devised purposely as a means of selling the product. We are aware 
of the term ‘sex sells’, a term used regularly and spontaneously. Sex attracts attention and therefore 
is often used to sell impulse purchases, such as fashion, health and beauty. Tom Reichert discusses 
the intentions behind using sex within advertising in Investigating the Use of Sex in Media Promotion 
and Advertising, with an argument that sex has the ability of gaining the attention of the spectator and 
maintaining that attention in order to increase ratings and circulation of that particular brand, company or 
organisation. Reichert explains, ‘From advertising research, it is clear that sex elicits attention. Research 
reliably demonstrates that sexual information, primarily because of its emotional nature, is able to pierce 
viewers’ perceptional fields so that the message gets noticed.’ (Reichert, T. (ed.) 2019, How Sex Sells 
Products and Media) Furthermore, sex in advertising is used as a brand benefit, ‘if you buy and use this 
product, you’ll be more sexually attractive, have more sex, have better sex, or just feel sexier for your 
own sake’ (Reichert, T. (ed.) 2019, How Sex Sells Products and Media).
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Figure 3

Within Tom Ford’s 2007 men’s fragrance advert (figure 3), explicit sexualised imagery of a female is used 
to cater to the male audience and sell this impulse-type purchase. The campaign was shot by the white 
male photographer Terry Richardson, infamously known and recognised for the numerous sexual assault 
and harassment allegations made against him by women he has worked with. The nude model is posed 
lying down on her back in both photos. In the left photograph her hands are used to push her breasts 
together, holding the perfume bottle in her cleavage, whilst her mouth is wide open. In the photograph 
on the right her legs are spread apart whilst the fragrance bottle is merely covering her vagina, drawing 
the attention of the viewer towards this area. Her finger touches the tip of the product as a means of 
stimulating the viewer through imagery eliciting sexual activity. 

Reading these images through Reichert’s explanation of ‘brand benefit’, the male audience will view 
the campaign and thus will buy the product with the intent to be more sexually active. Whereas the 
objectifying image of this sexualised character will educate the female viewer by instructing her on the 
heterosexual male ideal of feminine beauty. 

Tom Ford’s fragrance campaign is an example of modern advertising and its acceptance of overt 
pornographic visual content. Sex has become something quantifiable and the markets of pornography 
are rising alongside contemporary media and advertising. ‘Contemporary advertising and soft-core porn 
are connected through several representative means: exposing the body; fragmenting it by cropping 
and foregrounding the culturally eroticised parts of it; and using stereotypically gendering eroticising 
and radicalising sets of images’ (Rossi, L M. 2007, pp. 127). The use of crop within the advert cuts off 
above her neck in the right image and above her open mouth in the left image, removing her identity. This 
instantaneously strips her of her personality, her character and her individual exceptionality and instead 
moulds her into the eroticised subordinate character that the male audience can find pleasure in. 
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Figure 4

Terry Richardson projects his heteronormative asymmetrical positioning of women again through his 
photography for Katharine Hamnett’s 1995 denim campaign (figure 4). The image shows the young 
woman sat backwards across the man’s lap with her bare legs spread open towards the camera, 
revealing her underwear. The man is fully dressed, prompting a more dominant character in comparison 
to her vulnerability, being partially nude. This aspect alone addresses the active role of the man and the 
passive role of the woman. ‘In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split 
between active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze projects its phantasy on to the 
female form which is styled accordingly. In their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously 
looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they 
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can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness’ (Mulvey, L. 1975, pp. 62). The man holds her there whilst 
he looks down at her, portraying a possessive nature, stimulating the viewer to indirectly possess her too. 
Richardson has directed the woman in a way that presents her participation in the man’s power. 

Figure 5

Pornographic imagery and language are used so commonly and is so rapidly becoming an accepted 
normality of contemporary culture. Sandra Bartky describes this idea of becoming alienated from your 
body as a reaction to sexual objectification of females in Femininity and Domination: Studies in the 
Phenomenology of Oppression 1990, ‘The subordination of women, then, because it is so pervasive a 
feature of my culture, will (if uncontested) appear to be natural – and because it is natural, unalterable’ 
(Bartky, S. 1990, p. 25). Consistent exposure to this mass consumed content will begin to instigate an 
internalised male gaze in not only men, but women too. By means of identification with the active male 
protagonist, women will alternatively to men, identify themselves with the passive female character, and 
in turn will objectify themselves. 

Mass media has been subjugated by the heteronormative mindset, and this is displayed through the 
usage of semiotic reference to the visual language of pornography. In Gucci’s 2003 Spring/ Summer 
Campaign, male photographer Mario Testino directs another unequal gender display. The female 
is laying face-down across the man’s lap, whilst he holds his hand against her behind. She has a 
scared expression, whereas the male protagonist holds a stern look. This imitates a common scene of 
pornographic violence, in which the woman is being punished with a smack. This poses the question, 
to what extent is a pornified culture advocating violence towards women? Sexual content is indeed 
used successfully as a means of selling impulse purchases. However, is the normalisation of inherently 
degrading pornographic content being used to sell a violent fantasy to young people?

Chapter 4: When Soft-core Just Isn’t Enough: The Harms of Pornography 

Violence has become an integral part of pornography. Pornography incessantly pushes the limits of 
sexual conventions with the growing use of violence and sexual aggression. Hard-core pornography 
continues to become ‘harder and harder’ (Picker, M., and Sun, C. 2008). The predominantly male 
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creators, and producers of porn reject the idea that degradation and humiliation of women in porn is 
something that is a turn on for male viewers. Additionally, to this, pornography producers dismiss the 
idea that sexual acts, which in turn humiliate women, could be harmful. At the same time, the distributors 
of porn emphasise the significance of humiliation of women in porn as a valuable selling point (Tyler, M. 
2010; Picker, M., and Sun, C. 2008).

Adult Video News, a celebrated magazine in the United States which covers the porn industry, frequently 
celebrates extreme hard-core pornography. The explicitly violent content is praised, and it seems porn is 
at its most profitable when it is most damaging for female performers. In AVN’s August 2002 issue, they 
discuss hard-core pornographic acts, e.g., ‘double-penetration’, in which a woman is penetrated by two 
men at the same time.

‘These was the requisite “spit and gape” manoeuvre, where a guy would stretch his partner’s asshole as 
wide as it would go, and then hock up a good-sized loog into it. Anal and d.p. became a requirement; 
soon it became the “airtight” trick (a cock in every hole), the ultimate-in-homoerotic-denial position 
(double anal), mega-gangbangs, choke fucking, peeing, bukkake…even vomit for a brief, unsavoury 
period. We can only wonder what’ll hit next.’ (Ehrlich, cited in Tyler, M. 2010)

As well as being something used purposely by porn agencies and production companies to attain more 
views, involvement of violence is a way of injecting some emotion into porn, regardless of how disturbing 
or unhealthy these emotions are. Robert Jensen discusses this point in Getting Off: Pornography and the 
End of Masculinity 2007. He explains that men typically watch pornography to avoid emotion, affection 
or love. ‘When all emotion is drained from sex it becomes repetitive and uninteresting, even to men 
who are watching primarily to facilitate masturbation. Because the novelty of seeing sex on the screen 
eventually wears off, pornography needs an edge. Pornography has to draw on some emotion, hence 
the cruelty’ (Jensen, R. 2007, pp. 76).

The component of power as an erotic stimulant has become essential in sexual pleasure. ‘Sex is sexy 
because men are dominant, and women are subordinate; power is eroticized’ (Jensen, R. 2007, Pp. 48). 
Furthermore, the use of denigrating language from men highlights this fantasy of the power difference 
in pornography. Women are displayed to beg for the man to have sex with them and continues to 
compliment the man. However, throughout the duration of the video, the dominant male character 
refers to the woman as a slut or whore. Women in pornography are consistently shown enjoying their 
own degradation in this way, and therefore teaches young men that this is what women and girls their 
age want. Women want sex from all men and enjoy performing any sexual act that the man desires, 
regardless of how painful or violent it is. Pornography portrays the notion that the sexual requirements of 
both men and women work in harmony. The active male and passive female characters cooperate and 
are seamlessly congruent. 

Furthermore, pornography is often defended as all ‘fantasy’, that pornography is not real-life and there 
are no real effects of pornographic content. However, pornography is real in that the films show real sex 
scenes with real men and women. Why is sexual violence against women a fantasy? The removal of 
any emotion in porn, indeed makes it different to real-life sex, however, women experiencing physical 
pain should not be imagery to fantasise over. This fantasy is not only displayed in porn but sold to us in 
advertising and mass media. 
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Figure 6

If we are proliferating pornographic images which by their nature are stressing a particular imbalance 
between male and female, or a subjectification of femininity, then that has a negative impact on society. 
The 2007 Dolce and Gabbana campaign (figure 6), shot by white male photographer Steven Klein, 
presents a display that simulates ‘gang rape,’ an act of extreme sexual violence. The woman is pinned 
down by one of the men, immobilising her, whilst the other three men stand around and watch. The 
men are posed purposely with their chests pushed out, or with their hands on their hips, portraying 
their active dominant role. They all look down to address the woman whilst she looks away, further 
representing her subordinate role. 

A pornified culture projects these unequal gender stereotypes and objectifying imagery of females to an 
adolescent audience. Adolescents’ sexuality and sexual behaviour is influenced by social factors and 
changes according to the level of gender equality in their surrounding environments (Marston, C., and 
King, E. 2006). Thus, with mainstream media depicting such a gender inequality, young people’s sexual 
behaviour will be influenced.

Violent pornographic imagery and language is swarming mainstream media, becoming harder to shield 
away from a young audience. ‘Adolescents who used sexually explicit media also had more permissive 
sexual norms, had less progressive gender role attitudes, and perpetrated more sexual harassment 
activities compared to their peers at baseline.’ (Brown, J., and L’Engle, K. 2009) As well as pornographic 
imagery being portrayed through mass media, rates of unwanted exposure to pornography are rising. 
Research documents an increase in the proportion of youth Internet users reporting unwanted exposure 
to pornography. These growths were particularly apparent among 10 to 12-year-olds and also 16 to 
17-year-olds (Mitchell, K., Wolak, J. and Finkelhor, D. 2007). This shows there has become a constant 
flow of depictions of gender asymmetry in our current cultural climate. 

Irrespective of how individuals measure aggression, numerous studies state a correlation between 
consuming porn and the acceptance of sexual aggression, and with an audience as young as 10 to 
12-years-old, this early exposure can have lasting psychological effects. Research further reports on this 
relationship between the consumption of violence in porn and a decrease in empathy towards female 
victims of sexual abuse together with an acceptance of violence against women (Milburn, M., Mather, 
R., and Conrad, S. 2000). A more recent review of research further concludes a connection between the 
consumption of pornography and aggressive sexual behaviour (Peter, J., and Valkenburg, P. M. 2016).
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With pornographic content being frequently viewed as a form of education, real-life sex situations may 
not be enough of an erotic stimulant. Neurological research informs that viewers of pornography will seek 
out violent and aggressive content once the pleasure and excitement attained through more conventional 
porn reduces (D, Hilton and D, Watts. 2011). For example, men will begin to try and replicate or imagine 
scenes from pornography in order to experience pleasure. An article in Time Magazine, discussing the 
lasting negative effects of pornography, interviews Noah Church, who has suffered with porn addiction. 
He describes his consistent use: watching pornographic content several times a day. Soon this more 
traditional content no longer aroused him, and subsequently he moved onto ‘often more violent’ content, 
sometimes even featuring an ‘unwilling woman.’ (Luscombe, B. 2016) 

The negative psychological effects of pornography are not limited to and only caused by porn videos 
online. They are negative psychological effects that are caused by imagery we face daily, whether it be in 
fashion advertising, in the newspaper, on the television, on billboards, on packaging. Constant exposure 
to this is inevitably moulding a particular distorted mindset towards sex, relationships, and women. 

Conclusion

In this dissertation I have shown that as a consequence in the context of the internet and mass media, 
pornification has been much more normalised, and ultimately has become harmful for men and women. 
More explicit imagery is available to more people at an earlier age and as such has become part of a 
wider image culture. I have shown through my reading of Mulvey that this is problematic because it 
ingrains gender asymmetry as something normal and accepted. The active male protagonist, present in 
both porn and mass media alike, offers the male spectator the ability to identify with the dominant male 
role and share a mutual gaze over the passive female. This alone, evokes a general disrespect towards 
women, perpetuating unhealthy characteristics attributed to women and subsequently instructing 
women to hold disrespect over themselves. This in turn, causes an ingrained male gaze which becomes 
embedded in adolescence and follows through into adulthood.
Many academic approaches to porn sought to illustrate its potential for promoting sexual freedom and 
being sexually liberating for women. They also suggest that porn offers benefits to both men and women 
(McKee, A. 2014.; Chapkis, W. 1996). However, the violent and aggressive content of commercial and 
mainstream pornography undercuts and challenges this suggestion.
In alignment with this, I have developed an argument where I am directly linking the pornification of 
culture towards normalisation of violence and subjugation of femininity and moving forward there is more 
to write in relationship to understandings of race in reference to this idea as well. 
Mainstream advertising is becoming a demonstration of unequal gender roles and therefore, enforcing 
a warped idea of sex and relationships. Additionally, with young people increasingly consuming and 
utilising pornography as a means of sex education, research suggests this can be harmful (Flood, M. 
2009). All forms of modern communication technology, whether it be photography, print, video, the 
internet, mobile phones and social media, has become a vehicle for pornographic imagery that is 
exploitative and often aggressive. Thus, whether or not young people are actively searching for porn, 
pornographic content is normalised, inescapable and extremely harmful. It is unclear what the future 
holds for pornography regarding desensitisation of pornographic imagery in mainstream media. However, 
the future for young people educating themselves on such extremely degrading and violent depictions of 
sex, looks despondent. 
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I am placed at a distance and forced to engage; cast off and drawn in. I interact and clash with my 
surroundings. I am a product of the Good Friday Agreement’s response to peace building and I have 
slowly watched the hope it created for our future fade. The unfinished business of the past continues 
to haunt my country. I have witnessed “the Troubles” through its symptoms. The tension in my country 
has persisted, it is still evident in our environment, and the anxiety left behind remains in the minds of 
its citizens. I can feel the unresolved tension simmering under the surface, and sometimes I see it rise. 
Younger generations are still represented and defined by the ethno-political-ideological divisions that 
exist(ed) and have inherited the mental conflicts caused by them. I do not have any direct access to 
the experience that has defined me and my country, and therefore could never answer the important 
self-actualising question: where do I fit in to all this? Being born after the Troubles officially “ended” and 
entering into a period of optimism and prevailing silence following, I ignorantly attempted to occupy a 
neutral “third-space”. However, I was quickly made aware of the fragility of this position. I felt confronted 
and defined by the divisions and shifted out of my supposedly neutral centre. The contradictory nature of 
“Northern Irishness” starts here. I am made aware of the continued effect of the past on me, and at the 
same time the barriers between myself and the past that are put up. I begin to feel the painful ambiguity 
of separateness and intimacy. 
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(Fig. 1)

What do you think about Northern Ireland? Violence? Riots? Bombs? Shootings? Because of these 
connotations, my mum used to be ashamed to tell people that she was from there. I remember an 
anecdote: she was visiting Poland in the 1980’s and, when asked by a woman where she was from, she 
said she lived in Belfast. For the rest of the trip, the woman referred to my mum as “the girl from Beirut”. 
During this time Lebanon was also in the midst of a complex, multifaceted civil war that divided society 
due to sectarian mistrust. The capital, Beirut, had been divided into the Muslim west and Christian 
east and was devastated by urban conflict, displacing civilians from their homes. The woman had only 
attributed to my mum the connotations of a divided society and sectarian violence. To her Belfast and 
Beirut were only interchangeable signifiers of war and violence. 

(Fig. 2)

In Figure 1 and 2, we can see the similarities in the visual language of these capital cities, Beirut 
and Belfast respectively. The women are both depicted as violent people. The urban backgrounds 
are reduced to dull, blank spaces. The people and their weapons are the only thing that carries the 
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representation of the conflicts, which in turn come to represent the countries as a whole. The populations 
of both Beirut and Belfast are defined by their violent extremities, emphasizing, and generalising, their 
bellicose attitudes. Representation of the Troubles is male dominated, I have chosen images of women 
however, to show how my mum, and I, can also feel wholly characterised by Northern Ireland’s violent 
connotations. Their faces are obscured or hard to examine, making their identities fungible. Most of the 
representation of Northern Ireland is about the violent past, both the events of the Troubles and their 
haunting affects. For a long time, this left me feeling unrepresented or misrepresented. Both my mum’s 
and my experience of Northern Ireland did not look like these images. She grew up during the worst 
years of the Troubles but only witnessed the results of the events (e.g., the sound or the aftermath of 
explosions). The Troubles are always prevalent, often somewhat distant and uneasily intimate. (Mis)
Representation of the events on the news gave the impression that everyone had an antagonistic 
mindset. I fought against this legacy of violence, but the past matters so much that I am sucked into 
it. I walk into the past and I am addressed by it. I am forced to remember something I have never lived 
through and forced to engage in what Bernard Stiegler calls ‘the new war, the war of phantoms and of 
spirits and of images’ (se146np). The usual representation of Northern Ireland is violent towards me.

In this essay I will analyse the lack of a “third-space” in Northern Ireland through reference to a 
narrative account of my personal experience and a reading of Julia Kristeva’s abject and Mark Fisher’s 
understanding of Derridean hauntology. I would like to speak on behalf of my community and express a 
general Northern Irish experience or common identity. However, it is extremely difficult to speak about 
Northern Ireland from an intersectional perspective, as this essay will show. Whilst I do understand that 
I can only truly speak on behalf of my individual experience, I hope that my writing can embody this 
third way of thinking. Foremost I want to support the, not often granted, right for everyone in Northern 
Ireland to occupy the position of their choosing, not only in terms of British/Irish, Unionist/Nationalist 
or Protestant/Catholic, but also a right to occupy a third-space, either as well as or instead of these 
binary identities. I want to speculate on the possibility of what I call a politically queer identity through an 
interpretation of how both the abject and Derrida’s notion of ‘spectres’ express a potential for inhabiting 
and crossing over borders. A queering of the political could deconstruct the frameworks of binary 
identity politics in Northern Ireland. This can be understood in terms of the restrictive frameworks of 
binary gender that have sometimes been queered to allow for ‘diverse subjectivities’ (Young, p.127). This 
diversity opens up not simply a third option, but the possibility to not have to occupy, or always occupy, 
one side or the other.

Chapter 1 – Lost futures

The Hauntological doubleness of the Northern Irish mind and landscape.

In the 1990s the violence in Northern Ireland became less frequent, ceasefires were announced and 
eventually the Good Friday Agreement was signed. This was a major development in the peace process. 
It was signed on the 10th of April 1998, marking what is usually attributed as the “end” of the Troubles. 
During this time my parents, and many others, were witnessing for the first time what peace could 
be like. They were trying to forget, enjoying not having to talk about the Troubles. Their ability to be 
happy in their ignorance was of course a privilege that many of the people who were more affected 
by the Troubles could not do. Most people didn’t want to jeopardize the newfound peace, they were 
hopeful that my generation could escape experiencing a divided country. My parents didn’t inform us 
of Northern Ireland’s divisions, wanting their children, all born into this period of hope, to grow up in a 
neutral environment, without inheriting sectarian views. To achieve this, my mum, who had grown up in a 
unionist community, gave up aspects of her Protestant culture that could form an “us vs them” mentality. 
My mum felt guilt about her background when associated with a side of the divide, feeling partly 
responsible for the violence caused by a minority. At the same time, she felt guilty for “abandoning” her 
culture. The signing of the Good Friday Agreement, a historical moment that gave Northern Ireland a 
sense of a future that could be radically different, allowed true peace to be imagined. That future that had 
been promised to us, however, has been contested. 
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Two years ago I started My first photography project about Northern Ireland, a photobook documenting 
my close friends “forgetting the(ir) troubles”, which I saw as an attempt to break away from being defined 
only by my country’s past. I felt distant from the experience of growing up in Northern Ireland during the 
conflict, which on reflection I realise was only because of my refusal to confront the past and its effects 
on me. For me to explain this refusal to be represented by the Troubles I, ironically, had to mention 
them in my book. A dilemma I fought by making any reference to them removable. The photobook is 
an example of how I have always tried to, and was always unable to, avoid being represented by the 
Troubles, as once again I was hailed by the past and had to give context of my background. When 
mention of the past was removed from the book, it became a spectre, an ominous blank space left 
haunting the book. It was, and I am, stained by the past. Instead of trying to avoid the presence of the 
past, I must follow Jacques Derrida’s injunctions, ‘to learn to live with ghosts’ (Spectres, xvii-xviii), and to 
learn that ‘the future belongs to ghosts’ (Ghost Dance).

The concept of hauntology, developed by Derrida in “Spectres of Marx”, refers to “ghosts”: elements of 
the past that re-appear in the present in different forms; something that has gone (or so we thought) but 
has been partially resurrected. It seems appropriate to develop my reading through Mark Fisher’s writing, 
which popularised the hauntological possibility of “lost futures”. Fisher used the term when looking at 
music and films, aspects of culture that he felt had lost a sense of futurity. Existence in Northern Ireland 
has hauntological aspects. Both the undead past and our lost futures haunt our minds and landscape. 
My country is formed by and obsessed with its violent past. The past is both embraced and avoided, 
expressed and repressed, present and absent. The Troubles are not fully alive, but they certainly aren’t 
dead. 

‘Hauntology itself can be thought of as fundamentally about forces which act at a distance – that which 
[…] insists (has casual effects) without (physically) existing.’ (Fisher, 2012)

Here, Fisher unpacks the action of hauntology, its ability to effect through distance. The relative physical 
sense of security I possess, having never experienced the violence of the Troubles, should allow me 
to delve inward. Time and location have placed me further away from it, and therefore I am unable to 
fully express, describe or pinpoint the trauma. The Good Friday Agreement has tried to make me forget 
the past, my parents have tried to shield me from it, and I have tried to be avoid it. I have been kept at 
a distance, but it still has an intimate hauntological ability to define me and force me to engage with it. 
The anxiety left behind is evident in the environment around us and the people we meet. The unfinished 
business of the past continues to haunt not only those directly affected by the Troubles, but also 
younger generations that have inherited the mental conflict it caused/causes. The spectre of the violent 
past lives on in Northern Ireland, through this traumatic compulsion to repeat. This process entails the 
self-conscious repetition of a traumatic event (in actions, dreams, words, images) in a sustained effort 
towards interpretation, integrating the trauma into a psychic structure, a symbolic order. Repressed 
paranoid antagonism has manifested in the past generations’ off-spring and affected their ‘sense of 
belonging, identity formation […] and emotional wellbeing.’ (McAlister, Haydon and Scraton, p.1) The 
ghost of the past continues to live on in me, I am another host. 

We anticipated the peaceful future we were promised by the Good Friday Agreement, which almost 23 
years later has failed, nearly disappearing, and with it so has our ability to imagine anything radically 
different. To imagine peace in my country, I feel as if it must match an expectation promised by the Good 
Friday Agreement. I am longing for a future in conditions where a future cannot be delivered: the peace 
process is stalled by the spectre of the past, and our inability to confront it. Forgetting our troubles is 
an implicit requirement, prescribed to us by the Good Friday Agreement. The peace process of the 90’s 
heralded a period of optimism, but it failed to provide the support victims needed during the crucial 
“post-conflict” period. The Troubles had not really ended, we were never taught how to suitably deal with 
a past that had never left. It is impossible to be fully present in Northern Ireland. We are preoccupied with 
what happened in the past and what could happen in the future, and at the same time we turn our back 
to both. The peace process left behind those whose trauma couldn’t be healed or forgotten, and was 
disrupted by the ghostly hauntings it never addressed.
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(Fig. 3)

I’m viewing figure 3 as hauntological: an image of hope that is haunted by the spectre of the violent 
troubles. In it we see Derrida’s prediction that ‘the future belongs to ghosts’. Susan Schuppli opens her 
book Material Witness with a description of a ‘blurry image seared into the crystalline surface of a video 
monitor reclaimed from Prison Maze/Long Kesh in Northern Ireland in 2000’, which ‘is both a material 
trace of and a “material witness” to the history of political violence known as the “Troubles”’ (Schuppli, 
p. 2). The camera that took the above image was too, both a material trace (it recorded the events just 
minutes before the Omagh bombing), and a material witness (a literal witness to the event: it was later 
recovered from rubble in the aftermath of the bombing) to the Troubles. Schuppli’s understanding of 
the material witness shows us that material artifacts and media intervene with our understanding of the 
Troubles, so that the past has presence in the present. In this image the Troubles are both present and 
absent, not fully dead, nor alive. This material object traces, instead of real violence, hope for a peaceful 
future and the spectre of violence that prevented it. 

This image is, in itself, peaceful. However, if one is made aware of the picture’s context, what happened 
shortly after it was taken, it takes on a sense of impending violence. The context pierces you with a 
painful awareness of its future, which is itself a return of the past. It was taken just moments before the 
Omagh bombing: the deadliest attack of the Troubles. The massacre claimed the lives of 29 people 
and unborn twins, with a further 220 people injured by the blast. The police received threats about the 
bomb thirty minutes prior, which had inaccurately described its whereabouts. The image shows people 
gathered to what was supposed “safety”, away from the area the police had cordoned off. The civilians 
were oblivious to their proximity to the 500lb bomb located in the boot of the red car you can see in this 
image. It is quite common for “bomb-scares” to be used in Northern Ireland to cause disruption. In a 
television interview, Kevin Skelton, whose wife died in the explosion, states, ‘Nobody thought there was 
going to be a bomb in Omagh - everybody thought it was a hoax.’ (Johnston) Before the catastrophic 
effects of the bombing, the world hoped that peace had been brought to Northern Ireland, as it 
happened only 127 days after the Good Friday Agreement was signed.

The image expresses a sense of a future that could be radically different. It seems untroubled. The 
people in the image are smiling, groups have gathered to chat, children can be seen in the background, 
the sun is shining, the man’s yellow jumper radiates optimism. This is an important, widely disseminated, 
image from the Troubles, despite it being unexemplary, not showing violence or its aftermath; rubble, 
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dead bodies, rioting etc. The photograph gives off a fallacious light aura, adding even more weight to 
its dark contextual undertones. The context is at odds with its visual language, in which there cannot 
be found any trace of violence. When its hauntological aspects are taken into account it makes clear 
why an image of non-violent Northern Ireland cannot escape the spectre of its violent past, here lurking 
in the boot of the red car. When the context is remembered the details that suggest happiness become 
depressing, whilst bringing the tragic darkness of the image into relief. The red car now becomes a 
symbol of destruction, ending the futures of the lives it claimed and challenging future peace. The 
ghost of the violent Troubles can reproduce itself through members of splinter paramilitary campaigns, 
attempting to live on by putting the peace process in jeopardy. This image captures the last moments 
in which Northern Ireland had a sense of a future. It is now stained by the spectre of the past and a lost 
future. 

Chapter 2 – Border lands

In trying to occupy an impossible third-space in Northern Ireland.

To ensure support for the Good Friday Agreement, and so that it could achieve conditions for peace, 
the agreement itself was made so vague that the meaning could be open to interpretation, allowing both 
sides to claim victory. This tactic would later be described as ‘constructive ambiguity’(Aughey, pp.148-
154). Attempts to appease both sides of the divide both integrated them and reinforced the eternal 
replay of divisions between them, failing to create a third political/ideological position in Northern Ireland 
that could break this cycle. There is no way to escape the divisions: to avoid polarisation is impossible. 
So, when I reference a third-space throughout this essay, it is usually in relation to my failed attempt to 
occupy it, because it was never offered to us as valid; it is uninhabitable. A third-space does exist to 
an extent: it is a position that I and many others have chosen. Because there is no way to escape the 
divisions, (Unionist/Nationalist, Catholic/Protestant, British/Irish), to not belong to either side, the only 
other option is to occupy the slash in between. You can try occupying the slash for limited periods of 
time, but it is impossible to stay there. I will attempt to give you a ‘glimpse at what it might be to occupy 
the impossible third position.’ (Foster, 1996, p.113)

It is not within the scope of this essay to discuss Kristeva’s theory of the abject in detail, so I will pick out 
certain ideas that can help me conceptualise my experience. I will mainly be interpreting her concepts 
that map onto the idea of borders and identity formation. ‘The notion of the abject is rich in ambiguities’ 
(Foster,2017, p. 16). There is both an operation and a condition of abjection. Abjection’s operation is an 
active process of rejection. The living subject is threatened by what it deems abject, and puts it behind a 
barrier, separated from the panicked subject. That which is in the state of being abject is now excluded, 
cast-off and behind a boundary. My experience of both living in Northern Ireland and in trying to occupy 
a third-space is an experience with abjection, both the condition and the operation. Northern Ireland is 
in the condition of abjection, it has been sectioned off to affirm Ireland and England’s identity: England/
Northern Ireland, Republic of Ireland/Northern Ireland. In this already abject state, even more abjection 
occurs: Unionists/Nationalists, British/Irish, Protestants/Catholics. When you attempt to refuse either 
side of this barrier, you must place yourself on it. 

For Kristeva, the abject exists ‘on the fragile border (borderline cases) where identities (subject/object, 
etc.) do not exist or only barely so—double, fuzzy, heterogeneous, animal, metamorphosed, altered, 
abject’ (p.207 ). The notion of the border is what hauntology, abjection and Northern Ireland all share. 
They all deal with binaries and polarisation, between which lies a border. The spectre lies on the border 
between presence and absence, the abject in the liminal space between subject and object, they are 
both and neither. ‘The abject is an in-between or border zone where we are “neither subject nor object.”’ 
(Nel, p.149). To me this border, this liminal in-between place, is the third-space. There is not yet a space 
outside of the divisions to occupy, meaning that my attempts to avoid engaging with them and avoid 
defining myself by the past only put myself between them, subjecting myself to confrontations without 
the sense of community, abjecting myself. The third-space is void of expression, without identity or 
culture. Northern Ireland only exists in relation to divisions between Irishness or Britishness, it cannot 
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fully establish itself as anything else. The abject touches on the fragility of our boundaries between self-
identity and the identity projected onto us by others, troubling subjectivity. The abject and the spectre 
can cross, or threaten to cross, the border and draw attention to its fragility. I too do not simply reside on 
the border, sometimes I cross over to a side, sometimes I am thrown off, or the border disappears. 

I am forced to engage with the abject, ‘both alien and intimate […], too much so in fact, and this over-
proximity produces a panic’ (Foster, 2017, p.14). It looms over me. Terrified of it, I refuse to confront it. 
Northern Ireland is abjected and I, as a product of it, am too. For the first few years of my life I didn’t 
know about the divisions in Northern Ireland or what “Protestant” or “Catholic” meant. I was happy, in 
my ignorance, to inhabit the border, unaware of its fragility. The primary school that I attended had a 
majority of protestant pupils, and there was another primary school just behind us that was Catholic. 
The two were often integrated when going on school trips. It is in this “neutral” environment that I first 
remember encountering the residue of the past. I can still recall the moment one of the girls from the 
Catholic school turned around to us and asked the abject question, “are yous catholic or protestant?”. 
This was the first time I was forced to engage with Northern Ireland’s divisions. I didn’t understand the 
question, but it seemed violent. I had a suspicion that if I knew my answer, I wouldn’t have wanted to tell 
her anyway. But I also had a suspicion, that she already knew. My parents attempt to avoid involving us 
in political frameworks that they hoped would be left in the past had failed. They had witnessed massive 
progress, so thought their children would not need to confront the past, but each one inevitably did, and 
had to finally discuss what had been avoided. From my perspective the country’s peace regressed as I 
grew older and could no longer afford to be ignorant. I had not formed allegiances or opinions that were 
being decided for me and forced out of me. When I am confronted by a prescribed identity, I am (mis)
represented and ‘thrown out of myself’. When I am asked to identify myself, I am invaded and ‘turned 
inside out, literally ab-jected’. (Foster, 2017, p.13)

‘I expel myself, I spit myself out, I abject myself within the same motion through which ‘I’ claim to 
establish myself. (Kristeva, p. 3)

In trying to establish my neutral position I abject myself. I continued to avoid defining myself or 
expressing anything that could be attributed to the divisions, not deliberately, but rather as a 
consequence of being born into a state of “cultural amnesia”; a collective withdrawal from the subject 
both in an effort to keep the peace and as a consequence of crisis fatigue. In a crises with no obvious 
end point people burn out and disengage. My reluctance to voice opinion and identity also comes from 
parental advice, to avoid making myself a target for violence. It has taken a lot for me to get to this 
point, to be able to think about, never mind write about, my experience in the aftermath of the Troubles. 
Verbalization is the motion by which I am able to establish myself but by uttering I separate myself; I 
choose a “side”. I only became aware of my strange reluctance to confront Northern Ireland’s impact 
on me less than two years ago. I was silencing the other within myself, both my nationalism and my 
unionism. I cannot speak without speaking from a position, I will always be defined by my Protestant 
background and my attempts to remove myself from it. My context is continually forced out of me. 
To grow up in Northern Ireland means to be faced with your position, politically, geographically, and 
personally. I attempted to continue occupying a third position to avoid polarisation and (self)conflict. I 
have left it up to everyone else to define these aspects of me because I felt powerless to do it myself, 
and I feel attacked every time I am (mis)represented by them. The third position, at this point, was not 
liberating, it was extremely restricting. I had my culture taken away from me and experienced little 
sense of community. It made me sensitive to external presences that would decide my identity for me, 
I am forced to take my place in these divisions, I am constantly shifted ‘out of the centre and onto the 
margins’ (Viljoen, p.xxxi).
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Chapter 3 - Forced to engage.

My interpretation of Kristeva’s abject, and how abjection plays out in Northern Ireland, relies heavily 
on this notion of separation. Haunted by the trauma of the past, abjection is carried out by Northern 
Ireland’s body politic through the act of a border/barrier being put in place, both physical and 
psychological. This operation of abjection usually puts the one who instils it in a position of power, 
but in Northern Ireland, abjection works in a constant cycle, moving back and forth between different 
subjects, creating “border-zones” or barriers, and adding to the country’s sense of duality. The Irish 
border separates me from both Ireland and Britain, but the separation does not stop there. Borders and 
divisions are constantly re-enforced and re-created in society through representation, dialogue, and 
experience. Northern Ireland’s symbolic order is permeated by its existence. The act of separation, a 
border process, is what we have the traumatic compulsion to repeat. Separation, abjection, originates 
in the macro: it is present in our environment, territories are mapped out across the country. This 
divided topography is lived and repeated in the micro: it is present in our minds, the doubleness of ‘the 
[Northern] Irish mind’ (Heaney, 2015, p.10). When we are faced with the abject, the other, either outside 
or inside of ourselves, we separate ourselves from it, and in the same motion we attach ourselves to it, 
we define ourselves by it. 

Part 1 - Macro abjection: Navigating haunted landscapes.

Northern Ireland’s hauntological forces, that can act upon me from a distance, have been able to define 
me and force me to engage with them, both physically and psychologically. The country’s 
psychogeography makes you feel as if you are a ghost, walking about in the past. The spectre of the 
past physically manifests. The anxiety of the subject and the trauma of the past are made concrete in the 
landscape. The ghosts of the past are so repressed in the population they stay alive through our 
populations traumatic compulsion to repeat. My environment is a physical breeding ground for these 
hauntological forces. Our generation was told the Troubles were in the past, but they have not stayed in 
the past. The past does not simply still affect the present, it is the present. The extreme visual nature of 
the divisions continues to reinforce them, even impacting children who did not witness the events of the 
Troubles. The past generations’ off-spring have ultimately been subjected to the Troubles through its 
symptoms. The anxiety left behind is evident in our environment and the people we meet. The ghost of 
the past continues to live on in my environment, interpellating me (Althusser, pp.1-60). I am hailed by the 
past, already another one of its hosts. 

(Fig. 4)

Northern Ireland’s continuing physical divisions are both reasons for the peace process’ success and 
reasons for its standstill. For violence to decrease in frequency and severity some of the country’s 
divisions have been reinforced. The tension and anxiety continue. In figure 4 we can see one of the many 
“peace lines” present in Northern Ireland. This is what “peace” looks like; these physical barriers, used to 
separate predominately unionist and predominantly nationalist suburbs that are in close proximity, where 
sectarian violence usually occurs. Originally these were meant to be temporary structures, but their 
effectiveness at preventing interaction, and ultimately extreme violence, from breaking out meant that 
they’ve multiplied in number and height. The peace lines stand as a reminder of the past and as a barrier 
to the future, but at the same time allow for communities, divided by political views, to secure their 
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place and express their identity. Northern Ireland’s urban landscape partakes in the constant process of 
abjection to reinforce divisions by repeatedly creating borders and barriers to cast out the other. What 
is abject, what threatens one’s own subjecthood must be placed behind the barrier. Abjection happens 
on an extremely large, physical scale. The barriers separating these communities are harming the 
peace process’ progress, but to many living near one, they are a reason for its success. These barriers, 
occupying visual and physical space, help to reduce encounters with the abject-other and outbreaks 
of violence, allowing communities to focus on collective identity and mourning while hiding the horrors 
of the dual war. This paradoxical function means that the third-space is subject to a silencing taboo, it 
becomes the place for confrontation, the in-between place that the abject resides, the place where you 
are not. Because the divisions have to be constantly reinforced to ensure (temporary) peace, a third-
space becomes nearly impossible. When I try to occupy it I have to reside on the border, the peace line. 
Sometimes I am pushed off, and I am faced with the unsurmountable wall separating me as the other, 
on the other side. I have been abjected and I am also faced with the abject; ‘what disturbs identity, 
system, and order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules’. (Kristeva, p.4) I am represented by 
the community on whichever side I land on, including their extreme political views, acts of violence and 
abjection of the other. 

  

  

(Fig. 5) 
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Flags and political murals use symbols, words and images to keep memories of the past alive, defining 
communities by giving a sense of collective identity and shared trauma. But at the same time they divide 
communities by defining the borders between them, reinforcing divisions and sustaining violent notions. 
Figures 5 and 6 show murals that are still present in Belfast.                                    

In an attempt to avoid violence self is separated from other. The landscape of Northern Ireland is so tied 
to the past because for many the trauma of the past has not healed. The cliché haunted house in a film 
may exhibit its eerie atmosphere subtly, the occupants often unaware of the ghosts before they move 
in. Yet in Northern Ireland the haunted houses are clearly marked. The traumatic memories from the 
Troubles are repeated, represented and inscribed onto the environment. Figure 5 depicts a mural that is 
dedicated to Bobby Sands, who lost his life during the 1981 hunger strike. This mural is located on the 
Falls road, a nationalist area in Belfast, a specific location where the political/ideological affiliations are 
assumed to support the representation of Sands as a hero. Loyalists would not see Bobby Sands this 
way. Difficult memories of the past, that are often contested by either side, are located away from the 
other to allow for them to be depicted relatively simply. Each side can portray themselves as the victim, 
excluding the memories of what affected the other. In order to establish themselves, they have to cast 
off that which threatens their subjectivity. Evidenced in figure 6’s violent iconography (guns, balaclavas 
etc.), the visual marking of collective identity in certain areas is often extreme, claiming territory like 
a dog pissing against a lamppost. Communities are often generalised by these extremes. These 
representations are difficult to distance oneself from because their removal is in itself violently political. 

                                   (Fig. 7)                                                                         (Fig. 8)

In figures 7 and 8 we see Northern Irish culture. These structures are political traditions that act as a 
community strengthening activity, but also as a macro form of abjection towards the other community. 
Bonfires are lit to commemorate historical events. They are usually attributed to unionist culture, 
celebrating the beginning of Protestant ascendancy in Ireland after the victory of Protestant king William 
of Orange over Catholic King James II on July 11th. However, nationalists also use bonfires, lighting 
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them on August 8th to commemorate Catholics who were interned. I have picked images of both a 
nationalist and unionist bonfire, respectively. The symbols placed on the bonfires represent the other that 
threatens their own subjectivity in Ireland. Loyalists will burn symbols that portray Irish allegiance and 
Catholicism, and republicans will burn that which portrays British allegiance and Protestantism. Each 
side destroys the idea of the others’ contradictory ideology to solidify their own. ‘Subject must exclude 
the abject, the abject must, nevertheless, be tolerated for that which threatens to destroy life also helps 
to define life’. (Creed, 1998, p. 1). The bonfires exclude the abject by burning representations of the 
other, but this involves bringing the other into their own community. They’re forced to tolerate the abject 
in order to expel it. This abjection is Northern Irish culture. Both memories of the past and hopes for the 
future are opposed. The republican bonfire in figure 7 asserts their dislike towards the Police in Northern 
Ireland, ‘PSNI/ RUC scum’ and ‘FTQ’ , standing for ‘Fuck the Queen’. They reference their pleasure in 
the Warrenpoint ambush, the deadliest attack on the British Army during the Troubles, ‘18 brits were 
blown to bits hah’. While in figure 8 the loyalists assert their dislike for the IRA and the nationalist election 
candidates by burning their campaign posters. This act demonstrates both their resentment for the IRA’s 
past actions and their rejection of the future the election posters represent: a united Ireland. The phrase 
‘Fuck your Ballymurphy massacre inquiry’ expresses their rejection of confronting the truth about acts of 
political violence. The phrases displayed on the bonfires are verbal examples of abjection, which allows 
for subjectivity formation. The abbreviations ‘KAH’ and ‘KAT’ are present in each image, standing for 
‘Kill all huns’ or ‘Kill all taigs’, derogatory words for Protestants and Catholics respectively. The abject 
does ‘not radically cut off the subject from what threatens it’, instead ‘abjection acknowledges it to be in 
perpetual danger’ (Kristeva, p.8). These slogans show each community feeling the perpetual danger of 
the abject-other, to the point that its complete annihilation is wished for.

Part 2 - Micro abjection - All ‘Northern Irish’ identity formations are abject.

To answer the question ‘who am I?’, you must first understand ‘where am I?’. Space in Northern Ireland 
is of course very important. I had to be concerned with ‘where?’ on a small scale, it was crucial. When 
entering an area that has a specific geographical meaning, that a ‘side’ has claimed as their territory, 
you will be warned to know where you are. The space demands an answer that is often impossible 
to not know. But the question ‘Where am I?’ on a large scale always seemed unanswerable. Living in 
Northern Ireland or the North of Ireland, either a ‘country’ or an ‘occupied state’, perpetually in identity 
crisis, understanding ‘where am I?’ is difficult. I always remember my geographical place puzzling me as 
a child: Do I live in Ireland? Northern Ireland? The United Kingdom? Ulster? Kind of. I live in all of them, 
and none of them, at the same time. The identity of my country is both ambiguous and contentious. 
Some children in Northern Ireland grow up with a strong understanding of where they are from, until this 
is inevitably contested. A child brought up into a Unionist family may grow up feeling British, having a 
strong sense of who they are and feeling safe within their community. When this child socialises with 
a Nationalist child and hears they are in fact from Ireland, or vice-versa, their identity may become 
fractured. For either child to affirm their own identity, they must contest the other’s. Our environment is 
unstable and its identity is constantly disputed. 

I had/have to build my perception of the Troubles through experiencing symptoms of its existence. There 
are clues in my environment, through stories I am told and interactions with people. It is a traumatic 
experience in itself to try and work through someone else’s past. The perception that you create of the 
Troubles can never be right; it is impossible to ever get the truth. A truth that is also unreachable for 
our parents, as in the aforementioned Ballymurphy Massacre and other unresolved violent events. It is 
therefore inevitable for our perception to be contended, attacked, and changed by others. Despite my 
attempt to speak from a third position, I am still contesting the identity of others. Even identifying myself 
as Northern Irish can be seen as a violent, abjecting, act towards the self-identified Irish or British citizen 
within the country. By referring to the country as Northern Ireland and not the North of Ireland, to some 
I am implying the territory’s Britishness. There is no way in Northern Ireland to have a neutral identity 
because even identifying as neither Irish nor British is an abjection of the identities of both. All Northern 
Irish identity formations are violent, abject. 
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Growing up in Northern Ireland still carries a feeling of tension and impending threat. A constant threat is 
identity being contested. Feeling out of place and having my identity opposed or (mis)stated has been a 
regular occurrence in my life. My female gender and protestant religious background seem similarly (un)
obvious and controversial, and both have been used to identify me through binary pre-sets. Both the 
questions “are you catholic or protestant?” and “are you a boy or a girl?” have pursued me, demanding 
an answer. As a child I had no interest in most feminine options presented to me, and I always had to 
fight for an alternative. I rejected female clothing, mannerisms, activities and even shortened my name 
to make it unisex. There was constant confusion for other people about whether I was a “he” or a “she” 
(even more confusion when I was revealed as a “she” that looked like a “he”). I was always confused that 
my biological sex was an issue. The feeling of exclusion was based upon a factor outside of my control 
or even interest. My sex/gender is not an issue for me, but confrontation with others’ preconceived 
notions of my sex/gender is. Someone making judgments about my gender or my nationality makes me 
feel hyper-aware of myself and my surroundings. I feel thrown out of myself, placed behind a barrier, 
I feel abjected. Expression of identity seemingly elicits judgement, it provokes abjection. To avoid 
making myself a target I avoid representation, I am subject to the silencing taboo. My expression of 
identity seemed restricted by the binary nature of both gender and Northern Ireland. These restrictive 
frameworks seemed difficult to queer. I was unable to wear items of clothing that could be attributed to 
one side of the divisions. Visual symbols became forms of antagonization; evident everywhere, I had to 
learn their connotations. I avoided football shirts, signifying colours together and Union Jacks or Irish 
flags. Expression of identity is complicated by these binary divisions; it is made into a violent attack on 
the other. Queering of gender is allowed through androgynous clothing, but I feel powerless to break free 
from the restrictive frameworks of Northern Irish Identity. How can I queer ideological divisions? It would 
be both ridiculous and dangerous to wear a Celtic scarf with a Rangers shirt in Northern Ireland.

Despite my attempts, there is no way to escape a declaration of identity. Even if I don’t accept a “side”, 
my identity is defined by others, usually based on my parent’s background. I have not picked a side; 
I have been assigned one. “Are you a catholic or a protestant?” doesn’t have to be asked directly. It’s 
fairly easy to work out an answer, based on factors such as your last name, the school you attended, 
the sports you play, attitudes towards certain institutions and the even the clothes you wear. My identity 
and political context are forced out of me whether enquired about or not. It’s implicitly asked of me while 
I write this essay. I feel a need to tell you that both my parents are Protestant, even though I don’t want 
to. It matters when you are from Northern Ireland. My background is constantly necessitated, needed 
as a statistic for the peace process and interrogated or constructed by, and for, other people. Northern 
Ireland’s past is constantly hailing, and interpellating, its citizens. The border becomes an insurmountable 
wall. I’m rich in ambiguities, but the complex question is asked with such bluntness, confronting me with 
everything I tried to avoid defining myself by. I am not caught up on being recognized or misrecognised. 
I fear the threat that comes with this, of being exposed as an imposter, or becoming a target. I’m still 
burdened by the feeling of being unsafe. Their inquiry challenges my individual and collective identity. By 
reminding me of my connection to the past, the boundaries of my “self”, and drawing attention to their 
fragility, the stranger crosses a boundary, they invade me and dissolve the border I have tried to occupy, 
un-homing me. I am overwhelmed by the external entity that has faced me with what I have tried to cast 
out. I feel like a partially formed subject. 

Integrated schools, with both Catholic and Protestant students, are an example of a third-space in 
Northern Ireland. It was again in this “neutral” environment that differences between me and my, mainly 
Catholic, friends were addressed. It was here, in secondary school, that I was most subjected to a state 
of abjection. My political identity was formed by others. The culture of Northern Irish identities meant that 
the process of abjection, of casting out the other to affirm oneself, prevailed. I was the only protestant 
in my peer group, meaning I was cast out, abjected. This act wasn’t extreme, instead just an innocent 
joke. Mocking Protestants was a part of their own identities as Catholic, a way to affirm themselves 
as subjects facing other forms of abjection. When I was labelled as a “Protestant” or “Unionist” I felt 
angry, because it had only been used to separate me, placing me behind a barrier. Because I refused 
to define myself by these terms I found it difficult to affirm myself by rejecting the other in this way. This 
in turn made me want to separate myself from these labels. I was jealous of my friends’ right to identify 
as “Catholic”, “Nationalist” or “neither”; their ability to identify as “subject”. I thought I was unable to 
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identify as anything outside of my given labels. My rejection of them is proscribed. In a fixed duality my 
position is demanded. I feel compelled to give my context, to give up my protestant background, and 
despite me feeling it has nothing to do with how I define myself I feel judged by it wholly. My context is 
forced out of me, and I am defined by the past, or nothing. Unable to avoid either I am forced to a side. I 
am unable to escape divisions, and I am tired of having to decide, or having someone else decide, what 
side I sit on. My judgments are multiple. My country has two dominant ideologies. I acknowledge these 
two conflicting realities and they have both shaped me.

Chapter 4 – in trying to imagine a liberating third-space

Seamus Heaney discusses the doubleness of the (Northern) Irish mind, a theme discussed by many 
(Northern) Irish academics. I want to use it to imagine how one could inhabit a liberating third-space 
in Northern Ireland, how to express our capacity to live in a pluralistic, politically queer mode, and to 
highlight that there are “Varieties of Irishness” (not just two varieties but different and fluctuating shades 
of Nationalism and Unionism). To try and occupy a Northern Irish third-space is not uncommon, just 
difficult. In Heaney’s words, all traditions on the island of Ireland have the capacity to, 

‘acknowledge the claims of two contradictory truths at one time without having to reach for the guillotine 
and decide between the head truth and the rump truth. Without having to decide either or, preferring 
instead the more generous and realistic approach of both and.’ (Heaney, 2015, pp.10-11) 

This notion of pluralism is what informs Chantal Mouffe’s agonistic mode of political thought. Her 
philosophy, a search for radical and plural democracy, is like Heaney’s quote, both a generous and 
realistic approach, that acknowledges the claims of [multiple] contradictory truths. The agonistic 
approach calls for an understanding that ‘negativity is constructive and can never be overcome.’ Mouffe 
deals with antagonisms that ‘cannot and should not be eradicated’, much like the abject that cannot 
be completely expelled (Mouffe, p.7). She writes of conflicts that can easily be related to Northern 
Irish society, such as contestation over issues or identities, the “other” threatening our existence, and 
undecidable terrains where different groups compete for power. In a country with a long history of 
violence, a country that has known war more than peace, it is crucial to recognise the potentially positive 
aspects of these antagonisms. Mouffe: ‘The prime task is not to eliminate the passions or to relegate 
them to the private sphere’(p.9). Northern Ireland’s antagonistic passions need to be dealt with in the 
public sphere. This has been attempted through power-sharing relations, but the methods of this have 
fallen short because of an inability to confront deep-seated divisions. We need collective forms of identity 
to allow individuals to retain political context, but we also need to allow them to queer these positions 
and put themselves in a third-space. This form of identity is not void of, but also can be independent 
from, politics. There is not yet an identity that has a non-violent name or that inherently “respects” the 
other, which in turn rejects it’s other. This identity would be essentially ambiguous, or politically queer. It 
would add dimensions to individuals’ self-identified or self-unidentified, national identity. The third-space 
can be an identity in itself, but can also be an extension to a pre-existing identity.

It was the assumption of the Good Friday Agreement that my generation would be able to create 
a shared vision of the future in Northern Ireland, but in failing to effectively confront antagonisms, 
relegating them to the private sphere, it reinforced ambiguity, divisions, and duality. Visual representation 
and media have also strengthened these divisions, they intervene with the process of hauntology through 
the knowledge embedded in them. But understanding of the past is as unfixed as understanding of the 
future or the present. You cannot ever clearly define what the Troubles are and what trauma is in this 
context because they shift, and so too will their frameworks of representation. Because it’s somewhat 
unavailable to me, my past is re-imagined through my articulation of the ‘country of the mind’, by which 
for Heaney our Irish selfhood is ‘cemented’ (1980, p.132). The nature of what’s haunting changes. 
My idea of peace is also a present and a past, and one that can be queered. Northern Ireland’s future 
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generations need made aware that their inherited identity can be a source of pride, values and opinions, 
but also that it shouldn’t inherently prevent them from exploring other possibilities. A queering of the 
political is available, either as well as or instead of these binary identities. Both the abject and hauntology 
are, like Northern Ireland, dualistic, but they can occupy both sides and the third liminal space between 
them. They allow for negativities and antagonisms to exist without being resolved or eradicated. I tolerate 
being both the panicked subject facing that which is abject and withstanding being the abject, thrown 
behind the barrier, rejected and excluded. I live in ‘two places at one time and in two times at one place’ 
(Heaney, 2015, 10). I am haunted by the presence and absence of what has been, and what has yet to 
be. I had to realise my unconscious rejection of this legacy through my encounters with spectres of the 
past and abjection. Through two-sided experiences that are ambiguously separate and intimate, the 
abject and the spectral have taught me that boundaries are never clearly cut, but blurred, able to be 
crossed over, occupied, and transgressed. By embracing this doubleness and operating in a pluralistic, 
sometimes antagonistic, mode, my third-space is not a void. It is instead made open to all identity and 
expression. I can float between the divisions, cross the border between them, not creating a new border 
for the third-space that separates it from others, but by queering the whole space. The Derridean spectre 
is already queering the space between life and death. The spectre is not fully alive and not fully dead, 
both present and absent. My identity is spectral; I’m not fully Irish and not fully British, both unionist and 
nationalist and neither. 

We cannot wait for intergenerational change to simply cause the divisions to fizzle out. The past will 
keep repeating. Divisions continue to be reinforced in society, replayed in our minds and reinscribed in 
our environment. It is not simply enough to ignore these ghosts; we must disrupt the separation process 
while still respecting the rather fragile Northern Irish identities and cultures, between which there are 
oppositions that cannot and should not be resolved/eradicated. The spectre of the past will continue to 
define me, and my future still belongs to ghosts. I have tried hard to escape the divisions, but through the 
same motion I reject the legacy that was given to me I attach myself to it and define myself by it further. 
I cannot continue to disregard the conditions that prevent me from a radically different future or ignore 
the ghosts that I live with and that live within me. Through realising my own rejection of the past, I have 
decided to allow myself to articulate my experience. I have grown to recognize myself in both sides of 
the divide. I can continue to try to reside on the border between these two things, but I would prefer to 
follow Heaney’s injunction and choose to reside in both and…. I am not simply on one side of the divide, 
because there is not just one divide, and my position is never fixed. This duality does not restrict me to 
one side, instead, when accepted, it can release me into a third-space. I can live on the border, and in 
two places at one time. I don’t have to reach for the guillotine.
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Where Did All The Black Love Stories Go?

Taja Boodie

Taja is a visual artist and creative producer based in London. Her practice explores and 
investigates how we understand the family through the archive, questioning the credibility of 
the photo album as an assumed site of authority and source of knowledge. 

The Role Of The Snapshot In Resisting The Colonial Gaze During The Civil Rights 
Movement, 1954-1968

Lauren Hillsdon

Lauren’s personal focuses include the exploration of the self through the everyday life, the 
idea of femininity, as well as interior and exterior space. The primary focus on the importance 
of space, is to identify the significant emotional connections between people and places, 
particularly how the home influences and shapes you as a person.

Twilight of the Unhomely

Fraser Hanley-Nicholls
 

Fraser is a photographic artist based in London. Fraser’s personal practice focuses mainly 
around the search for identity and how identities can ‘arise from the narrativization of the self’ 
(Stuart Hall, 1996). 

Introduction to Performative Blackness: ‘Otherness’ as Gift and the Objectification of 
Black Female Subjecthood

Maya Gurung-Russell Campbell

Drawing inspiration from the longstanding traditions of mask-making and masquerade in the 
Caribbean and Nepal, Maya is a Brixton-based artist who creates evocative landscapes that 
explore her dual heritage in a wide range of mediums. Incorporating sound, moving image, 
oral history, poetry and analogue photography, her practice places matrilineal mythologies and 
lived experience at the core of her work, whilst still interrogating universal themes.

May the Real Ornament Please Stand up: Rethinking the Yellow Fetish and its Agency 
of Resistance

Bart Seng Wen Long

Born and bred in Singapore, Bart is currently based in London. 
His practice is situated within the intersections of fetishism, queerness, contemporary 
appearance, racial politics and neoliberalism. Working with photography, performance, text, 
printed matters and moving images, Bart aims to synthesise and subvert the schizophrenic 
sensibilities of our times so as to reveal unexpected modes of feeling and being.
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Is the archive through photography really our memory?

Shiliang Hu

Shiliang is a visual artist. In the field of art, he works with photography, collage and file storage 
technology. His artistic work is developed around the issues related to memory, emotion, 
society and family relationships. 



Technology, cognition, and our relationship with our bodies.

Juliusz Grabianski

Juliusz is a multidisciplinary artist currently working with 3D art and interactive digital 
environments. His practice revolves around experimentation and is often concerned with 
themes of technology and queerness.

Can art be transcendental? An exploration of artists’ approach towards the 
metaphysical

Anna Janberga

Anna is a visual artist exploring the themes of philosophical insights and storytelling through 
photography, moving image and installation. By delving into the exploration in the human 
psychological and subconscious workings, whether that be through deeply conceptual or 
staged narratives, Anna creates a journey for the viewers communicating such perspectives in 
a visual form.

In the Essence of the Dream

Renée Marie Kiangala

Renée is a London-born visual artist based in the United Kingdom and New Zealand. 
Her practice is a contemporary critique into the involvement of surveillance studies in 
the narratology of human development, focusing specifically upon the imagination and 
fantasy landscape as a way of forming a narrative that spectates melancholia and nostalgic 
experience as one must let go of the past.

Visualising The Ineffable

Maria Blaga

Maria is a photographer and filmmaker currently based in Sibiu. She is now finishing her 
Bachelor’s Degree in Photography at London College of Communication. Her practice 
switches between photography and film, digital and analogue, as an investigation into how 
visual language defines relationships, youth and memories.

Non-representational approaches to photography: understanding materiality in the 
Digital Age

Anna Komitska

Anna is a multidisciplinary artist working with photography, moving image, and 3-D imagery 
and sculpture. Her practice challenges emerging material forms of the contemporary 
photograph expressed through embodied encounters between human and non-human 
actants.

Will I Ever Truly Know Myself: The Progress Of An Artist Is A Continual Self Sacrifice, A 
Continual Extinction Of Personality

Sophie Holden

Sophie’s practice is entirely centred in aesthetic narrative, as first and foremost she is a visual 
storyteller (referencing poetry and visual narrative; especially in her landscape work). Falling 
somewhere between street, portrait and landscape photography her work ties together 
through a consistent, highly stylised editing process. 
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Animal Crossing: New Horizons: cute capitalism and nostalgia in a post internet debt 
economy

Amina Onitilo

Amina’s work explores themes of city life, lights, astronomy, and the process of seeing. By 
using the camera to abstract the world around her, she aims to disrupt the image and raise 
questions about the object, in order to cause contemplation and a space for reflection.

Carnepolitics: the meatification of Women and Animals

Lauren McDougall

Lauren is a multidisciplinary artist whose practice rotates from photography, moving 
image, physical and digital collage. Through her surrealist depictions of the female form, 
she challenges the relentless western representation of the female seen in historic and 
contemporary culture. As well as examining female relationships with the misrepresentation 
of women in societal institutions, her work also explores the relationships women obtain with 
themselves and non-human nature.

Pornification of Contemporary Culture, Fashion and Photography:
and its effects on young people

Isabelle Leonard

Izzy Leonard is a London based fine art photographer. Her work explores shape, texture and 
form whilst tackling ideas surrounding self-identity, sound and ideologies. 

Troubled Peace

Danielle Anderson

Danielle’s visual language aims to assist both her own and the viewers’ comprehension of the 
confusing and complicated experience of living in Northern Ireland. Her self-analysis focuses 
on the process of integration in a country still haunted by its past
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On Seeing Women as Commodities in Contemporary Age

Ruiqi Li

Ruiqi Li is a Chinese-born multidisciplinary artist based between China and the UK. Lately, she 
has been using photography and 3d modelling as a link to show her examination and criticism 
of contemporary society and popular meme culture where humans are under unaware threat.
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