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Introduction

From the virtual to matters of fact and concern

All that is solid melts into air
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, 1848

Technology is society made durable
Bruno Latour, 1991

The 1982 Time magazine’s ‘Man of the Year’ election was a special one. For the
first time in the history of this traditional annual event, a non-human was cele-
brated: the computer was declared ‘Machine of the Year 1982’. The cover dis-
played a table with a personal computer on it, and a man sitting passively next to
it and looking rather puzzled. On the 2006 Time’s election cover once again a
computer was shown, now basically a screen reflecting the ‘Person of the Year’:
‘YOU. Yes, you. You control the Information Age. Welcome to your world.’

Within 24 years the computer seemed to have changed from an exciting, mys-
terious machine with unknown capabilities into a transparent mirror, reflecting
you, your desires and your activities. Apparently, digital machines embody no un-
solved puzzles any more. At the beginning of the 21st century, they are so widely
distributed and used that we take them for granted – though we still call them
‘new media’. Computers, e-mail, the Internet, mobile phones, digital photo al-
bums, and computer games have become common artefacts in our daily lives.
Part of the initial spell has worn off, yet new spells have been cast as well, and
some of the old spells still haunt the discourse about the so-called new media.

Three decades of societal and cultural alignment of digital machinery yielded a
host of innovations, trials, failures, and problems, accompanied by hype-hopping
popular and academic discourse. Meanwhile, new media studies crystallized in-
ternationally into an established academic discipline, especially when the first
academic bachelor and master programs were institutionalized ten years ago, in-
cluding the Utrecht program, New Media and Digital Culture.1 A decade of un-
folding the field implores us to reflect on where we stand now. Which new ques-
tions emerge when new media are taken for granted, and which puzzles are still
unsolved? Is contemporary digital culture indeed all about ‘you’, or do we still not
really fathom the digital machinery and how it constitutes us as ‘you’? The con-
tributors to the present book, all teaching and researching new media and digital
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culture, and all involved in the Utrecht Media Research group, assembled their
‘digital material’ into an anthology to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the
Utrecht program. Together, the contributions provide a showcase of current
state-of-the–art research in the field, from what we as editors have called a ‘digi-
tal-materialist’ perspective.

Immaterial, im/material, in-material

Popular discourse in the 1990s framed new media chiefly as possessing new and
amazing qualities. They were believed to fundamentally transform the way we
think, live, love, work, learn, and play. Hypertext, virtual reality, and cyberspace were
the predominant buzzwords. They announced a new frontier of civilization,
whether from an optimistic utopian perspective – pointing to the emergence of
virtual communities, new democracy, and a new economy – or from a more pes-
simistic and dystopian angle – with warnings against the digital divide, informa-
tion glut, and ubiquitous surveillance. Yet, both outlooks were rooted in the same
idea: that new media marked a shift from the material to the immaterial, a gener-
al transformation of atoms into bits (Negroponte 1995) and of matter into mind
(Barlow 1996). These lines of reasoning were characterized by what we may call
digital mysticism, a special brand of technological determinism in which digitality
and software are considered to be ontologically immaterial determinants of new
media. New media and their effects were thus framed as being ‘hyper’, ‘virtual’,
and ‘cyber’ – that is, outside of the known materiality, existing independently of
the usual material constraints and determinants, such as material bodies, politics,
and the economy. Though this kind of discourse was criticized right from the
start as a specific ideology (Barbrook and Cameron 1995), it proved to be persis-
tent, and traces of it can still be discerned in the current academic discourse.

When new media appeared on the radar of media and communication studies,
the initial attempts to ground digitality consisted of remediating theories from the
study of ‘old’ media, such as the performance arts (Laurel 1991), literature (Aar-
seth 1997; Ryan 1999), and cinema (Manovich 2001), or even taking ‘remediation’
itself as the regulative mechanism of digital media (Bolter and Grusin 1999). Over
the years, new media studies gradually became emancipated from its remediating
inspirers. The field claimed its own medium specificities, yet remained multidis-
ciplinary, as it appropriated theoretical concepts and research methodologies
from disciplines like media studies, cultural studies, philosophy, sociology,
science and technology studies, and critical discourse analysis. This led to the
emergence of subfields such as Internet studies, virtual ethnography (Hine
2000), game studies (Copier and Raessens 2003; Raessens and Goldstein 2005),
and software studies (Fuller 2008).

During the past decade academic endeavors gradually left the initial speculative
cyber-discourse behind. The focus shifted to the plurality of new media and digi-
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tal cultures, and how they are embedded in society and everyday life (Lievrouw
2004; Bakardjieva 2005). New media were no longer considered as being ‘out
there’ but rather as being ‘here and amongst us’.

Still, this does not necessarily imply the complete dissolution of digital mysti-
cism. The complexity of digital code is necessarily black boxed in user-friendly
interfaces, and this makes assumptions of mysterious immateriality hard to exor-
cize. Even explicit attempts to foreground ‘digital matters’ in order to counter the
relative underexposure of the material signifier speak of ‘the paradox of im/mate-
riality’ (Taylor and Harris 2005) when addressing the issue of digital ontology.
The solution of this paradox is usually to phrase it in the vein of Michael Heim’s
classic ‘real and material in effect, not in fact’ (Heim 1993), thus still presuppos-
ing an immaterial digital domain.

However, already in the early days of the digitization of culture and communi-
cation, the move beyond the seemingly insuperable dichotomy was attempted. In
1985 Jean-François Lyotard curated an exhibition at the Centre Georges Pompi-
dou in Paris, entitled Les immatériaux (Lyotard 1985). This was the first public,
experimental encounter with the cultural shift the computer was about to pro-
duce. The exhibition was accompanied by an interactive catalogue, written by var-
ious authors on the French Minitel system, thus representing one of the first
pieces of collaborative electronic writing (Wunderlich 2008). While Lyotard and
his co-authors – very much in tune with the predominant utopian fantasies of that
period – mused about a future without material objects, the very title of the proj-
ect already pointed towards the incorporation of the virtual into the material
world. The simple use of the plural turned the immaterial, the realm of abstract
thought, into palpable parts of something that is, although it cannot be touched,
an inseparable part of the material world.

In a similar vein, the authors of this volume want to go a step further in recog-
nizing digital materiality, not so much as ‘im/material’ but rather as ‘in-material’
– as software for instance cannot exist by itself but is intrinsically embedded in
physical data carriers (Schäfer 2008). In other words, as stuff which may defy
immediate physical contact, yet which is incorporated in materiality rather than
floating as a metaphysical substance in virtual space. We consider digital cultures
as material practices of appropriation, and new media objects as material assem-
blages of hardware, software, and wetware. As such, they are ‘society made dur-
able’ (Latour 1991), that is, material artefacts and facts, configured by human
actors, tools and technologies in an intricate web of mutually shaping relations.

This approach aligns with the ‘material turn’ that can be witnessed in cultural
and media studies and has led to a renewed interest in anthropological and socio-
logical theory in these fields. William J.T. Mitchell described the theoretical turn
towards material aspects of everyday culture and the concern with objects or
things (Brown 2004) as a reaction to immaterialization in a postcolonial world:
‘The age of the disembodied, immaterial virtuality and cyberspace is upon us, and
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therefore we are compelled to think about material objects’ (Mitchell 2004, 149).
We would rather argue that this interest is a reaction to the myth of the immater-
ial, rather than pointing to an actual immaterialization of culture.

The material gatherings (Latour 2005; 1993) of new media that are explored in
this book can take on many forms and formats, on various scales. They may be
objects such as computer games, desktop icons, digitized archives, computer art,
blog debates, or handheld gadgets, but also actions such as checking e-mail, up-
loading a movie to YouTube, online role-playing, listening to mp3 music, or using
an e-learning environment. When it comes to digital material, the lines separating
objects, actions, and actors are hard to draw, as they are hybridized in technolo-
gical affordances, software configurations and user interfaces. Consequently, we
aim to present an integrative approach in this book that takes into account ‘tech-
nological’ aspects as well as the social uses of media, including the accompanying
discourses. Contrary to accounts that conceive digital artefacts as being immater-
ial, this book considers both the technological specificities as well as the socio-
political relations and the effects on social realities as an inherent aspect of new
media. The contributions cover different areas of digital culture, but they all en-
dorse a material understanding of digital artefacts by situating their objects of
research in a dispositif that comprehends the dynamic connections between dis-
courses, social appropriation, and technological design (Kessler 2006).

Processor, memory, network, screen, keyboard

Together the chapters in this book will give an overview of, and at the same time
develop a theoretical approach to, digital cultures as material practices – material
practices as performed and experienced in daily life as well as configured in tech-
nology. They show how the idea of a digital materiality can be grasped and theo-
rized within the field of new media studies, drawing on the diverse backgrounds
and research objects, ranging from wireless technologies, software studies, com-
puter graphics and digital subcultures to Internet metaphors and game-play.

To stay true to the digital-material approach that we envisage in this book, we
have divided this book into five sections, each alluding to a material computer:
PROCESSOR, MEMORY, NETWORK, SCREEN and KEYBOARD. While these con-
cepts explicitly foreground technology, they should also be read as ‘metaphorical
concepts’ (Lakoff and Johnson 1980), that is, as heuristic devices which highlight
specific aspects of new media configurations. As computer components, they
seem to refer primarily to hardware objects, yet it should be stressed that they all
need software to work. Moreover, none of the components can function indepen-
dently. Metaphorically, each component provides access to a different configura-
tion of digital material, as each reflects another assemblage of the versatile re-
search ground that new media studies entail. The PROCESSOR is the beating
heart of a computer system; in this book it exemplifies the procedural inner work-
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ings of a machine, or better several machineries: technological, economical, and
political. MEMORY refers to devices for storage and retrieval; metaphorically it
stands for history, recurring patterns and persistent ideas. The NETWORK en-
ables connections, transmissions, and extensions; as a metaphorical book section
it interrogates how the social-cultural assemblages of contemporary machinery
are connected to society and daily life. The last two sections – SCREEN and KEY-
BOARD – pertain to passage points: how users interact with digital machines
through interfaces. The SCREEN represents how the machinery reflects and re-
fracts its users, how their activities are channeled, and how hardware, software,
and visual culture are related. And last but not least, the KEYBOARD foregrounds
how users interact with the machinery; metaphorically it shows how users appro-
priate digital tools.

Inside the assemblage

The first three sections – PROCESSOR, MEMORY and NETWORK – stress the
social-cultural assemblage of contemporary machinery. The PROCESSOR section
consists of contributions that focus on questions pertaining to how digital ma-
chinery carries out certain cultural ‘programs’ or instructions. It specifically pays
attention to how and by whom they are executed and created, whether in terms of
ideology, participatory culture or design.

In his chapter Serious games from an apparatus perspective, Joost Raessens draws our
attention to so-called serious gaming when he engages in a critical discussion
about educational games that are meant to incite learning through playing. By
approaching them as a ludic apparatus within the conceptual framework of the
Lacanian philosopher Žižek, Raessens reveals the political-ideological tendencies
that are inscribed in such games, through both design and play.

In Empower yourself, defend freedom! Playing games during times of war, David Nie-
borg takes us to quite another instance of ‘serious gaming’, as developed inside
the military machine. Discussing the branding of the game America’s Army, which
was developed to recruit for the real American army, he examines how national
propaganda can be effective in the context of global entertainment. Nieborg de-
monstrates that the global dissemination of this game among youth culture may
weaken the purpose of recruitment, but at the same time endows it with a more
implicit persuasive power that has its own ideological value.

In his contribution, Formatted spaces of participation: Interactive television and the
changing relationship between production and consumption, Eggo Müller gives a histori-
cally comparative analysis of the television machinery by fleshing out the concept
of participation in interactive television and how this has transformed associa-
tions between producing and consuming. By discussing three cases of interactive
television and video sharing sites, Müller argues that participation can be best
understood in terms of formatted spaces that are culturally determined.
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The last chapter in this section returns to educational processing, now enabled
not by games or entertainment but by the design of e-learning systems. In her
contribution Digital objects in e-learning environments: The case of WebCT, Erna Kot-
kamp argues that a different approach to the design of e-learning environments
such as WebCT and Blackboard is needed when educational tools change their
objectives towards user interaction rather than content transference.

To function as a machine, a computer needs at very least a processor and
MEMORY. The first is needed for execution and calculation, the second for sto-
rage and retrieval of data. In accordance, the MEMORY section of this book com-
prises chapters that deal with how digital machinery stores and retrieves data,
thereby producing, reproducing and negotiating cultural artefacts. As Michel
Serres famously noted in his conversation with Bruno Latour (Serres and Latour
1995), things are only contemporary by composition, and some parts are always
related to memory and the past. Digital materials should correspondingly be seen
as assemblages that hold various temporal references, tapping from previously
stored and inscribed cultural resources. The chapters in this section examine in
different ways how contemporary digital technologies relate to inscriptions of
other times.

Imar de Vries draws our attention to a temporal dimension of new media when
he discusses utopian discourses surrounding mobile devices. In The vanishing
points of mobile communication, he ascertains that just like discussions in the early
1990s about the Internet, utopian visions about mobile communication embody
an age-old quest for ideal communication. Yet, as De Vries shows, such utopian
discourses of progress are incongruent in certain respects with how mobile tech-
nologies are experienced in everyday life. Hence, living in a connected culture
entertains a paradoxical relationship with utopian ideals of perfect communica-
tion.

The MEMORY section takes on a more philosophical stance with Jos de Mul’s
discussion of Walter Benjamin. In The work of art in the age of digital recombination,
De Mul contends that Benjamin’s notion of ‘exhibition value’ should be replaced
by that of ‘manipulation value’ to be able to understand art in the digital age. He
claims that a ‘database ontology’ can serve as a suitable paradigmatic model to
account for digital art, both by its technological affordances and its metaphorical
power.

In The design of world citizenship: A historical comparison between world exhibitions and
the web, Berteke Waaldijk examines historical dimensions of digital practices by
comparing 19th-century world fairs with the Internet. She shows that the promise
of seeing everything on the web bears clear similarities to the promise of seeing
the world at world exhibitions. In both cases there is a disparity between ideolo-
gical promises of seeing and the vulnerability of being watched and controlled as
well as an oscillation between global and local positionings of citizenship.
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In Isabella van Elferen’s contribution ‘And machine created music’: Cybergothic music
and the phantom voices of the technological uncanny, memory takes on yet another
meaning by asserting that a fascination with the past is a constitutive part of
cybergothic music cultures that celebrate the mixing of human and technological
agency of past and present. Thus situated in a twilight zone, these subcultures
replay and reshape sounds and voices from the past in a contemporary digital
and technological setting.

The parts of our metaphorical computer can never function separately, but
need to be connected to other parts to work properly. In the NETWORK section
of this book, this facet is highlighted as attention shifts to how digital material
should be conceived as being part of a more widespread network. How the parti-
cipatory role of the user should be acknowledged as part of a network is ad-
dressed in the first two chapters of this section. William Uricchio relates the digi-
tal present to the analogue past when discussing in Moving beyond the artefact:
Lessons from participatory culture how the ‘digital turn’, and the possibilities of parti-
cipation as promised by Web 2.0 discourse, changed our concept of archiving
historical data. He argues that the users’ possibilities to add and alter content
have changed our concept of archiving in old and new media.

In Participation inside? User activities between design and appropriation, Mirko Tobias
Schäfer engages in a critical discussion about how the line between creation and
consumption has blurred since the emergence of Internet applications like Nap-
ster. Though user appropriation of such file-sharing technologies challenges the
established media industry whose business models rely on controlling the distri-
bution of media objects, user activities should not be conceived as unequivocally
subversive. Schäfer therefore calls for a critical analysis of how digital network
technologies are appropriated, recreated and reassembled by various actors.

Marinka Copier plays up another dimension of networking technologies in de-
scribing how playing on-line games like World of Warcraft becomes a part of daily
practice. In her contribution Challenging the magic circle: How online role-playing games
are negotiated by everyday life, she argues that playing such games is so much inter-
woven with trivial daily activities that the idea of entering a ‘magic circle’ (Huizin-
ga 1938) when playing a game no longer suffices. Instead, she proposes treating
games like World of Warcraft as networks that are anchored in our everyday life.

In Douglas Rushkoff’s chapter the digital world is understood as a network of
stories in which the power of making stories is becoming more egalitarian. In
Renaissance now! The gamers’ perspective, he heralds a new generation of gamers who
will generate a resurrection of participation in making stories. He foresees a new
digitized world of playing in which we can be active agents in producing the
stories that make the world go round, thus generating new narrative networks by
controlling the buttons and breaking hegemonies.
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Points of passage

The last two sections of the book concentrate less on the inside and more on the
negotiations between the outside and inside of digital machinery, by respectively
taking on the SCREEN and the KEYBOARD as perceptual interfaces and concep-
tual metaphors that serve as points of passage between user and machine. In the
SCREEN section, contributions focus on how screens function as a membrane or
locus of passage that hybridize and connect different realms and categories.

Frank Kessler undertakes a constructive comparison between analogue and di-
gital photography and film in how they relate to ‘the real’ in What you get is what
you see: Digital images and the claim on the real. He claims that debates about the real
or authentic quality of recorded images has shifted since the emergence of new
media, where an image is no longer necessarily pre-recorded and data become
more mutable. He evaluates whether and how the Peircian term ‘indexicality’
(pertaining to a sign that points to a physical or existential relation) still holds
validity for digital images.

Also in Eva Nieuwdorp’s contribution The pervasive interface: Tracing the magic cir-
cle, matters of physicality and reality are addressed, here in relation to pervasive
games rather than images. Pervasive games intentionally mingle with daily life
and therefore need a theoretical framework that takes this into account. She ar-
gues that the notion of interface can serve as a central tool to recognize the ‘lim-
inal’ character of such games that are not situated within a clearly delineated
virtual game world. Hence Nieuwdorp calls for an interfacial approach to perva-
sive games that allows us to acknowledge the connection between its fantastical
dimensions and daily life.

In the following chapter Grasping the screen: Towards a conceptualization of touch,
mobility and multiplicity, Nanna Verhoeff analyzes the interface in another manner,
when discussing the Nintendo DS as a particular new screen practice, that is at
the same time mobile, tactile and making use of a double screen. Like Raessens,
she proposes using the concept of dispositif. She appropriates this concept to
show how the Nintendo DS, as a ‘theoretical object’, marks a rupture from the
cinematic and televisual screen dispositif in terms of multiplicity of mobility and a
shift from perception to tactile productivity.

In the last chapter of this section, Sybille Lammes analyzes cartographical
screens in strategy games. In Terra incognita: Computer games, cartography and spatial
stories, she discusses the use of cartography in such games. She particularly fo-
cuses on the mutable qualities of digital maps that are visible on the computer
screen and how they are intertwined with landscapes that players have to master.
Lammes shows that the distinction between tour and map as theorized by De
Certeau (1984) needs to be revised in order to culturally comprehend the spatial
functions of such games.
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Lastly, in the KEYBOARD section, attention shifts to another interfacial aspect
of new media, namely how users interact with digital material. Closely related to
the section about screens, here the accent lies on how users have ‘hands-on’ con-
tact with digital machinery. The main perspective changes here towards the user
of the computer, whether writer, reader, player, or artist.

In the first chapter Thomas Poell discusses the user as reader and writer parti-
cipating in public debates on the Internet. In Conceptualizing forums and blogs as
public sphere, he explores whether and how the concepts of public sphere and mul-
tiple public spheres can be used to understand the role of web forums and blogs
in public debate. Taking the heated debate that developed on the Internet after the
assassination of Dutch critic and film director Theo van Gogh as his main case,
he shows that even updated versions of Habermas’s public sphere theory do not
entirely cover the medium-specific dynamics of forums and blogs.

Marianne van den Boomen examines the user as a ‘reader’ and operator of
material metaphors. In Interfacing by material metaphors: How your mailbox may fool
you, she aims to yield insight into interface metaphors, such as the mail icon,
which function as ‘sign-tools’. She unravels these material metaphors as con-
densed icons that absorb and conceal their indexical relations to software and
hardware processes. Similar to Kessler, she discusses computer icons as Peircian
indexical signs, but also as Heideggerian tools.

While Van den Boomen discusses the user as an operator of sign-tools, Ann-
Sophie Lehmann speaks about the user as artist. In Hidden practice: The representation
of artists’ working spaces, tools and materials in digital visual culture, she compares the
way that painters’ practices were represented in the pre-modern era with how the
work of digital artists is presented in contemporary visual culture. She shows how
media artists make use of similarly complex and custom-made tools as artists in
the pre-industrial age, but contrary to representations of the painter at work, the
practice of making digital art is rendered invisible.

Just like the parts of the metaphorical computer that structure this book, each
chapter in this book highlights different constituents of the digital machine, map-
ping out how new media can be traced as digital material. One prevalent manner
of doing so is by showing how technology is interwoven with culture and history.
The Utrecht Media Research program has long been concerned with research into
media’s cultural construction, both diachronically and synchronically. This tradi-
tion stands in sharp contrast to definitions of media based solely upon a supposi-
tion of their technological, sociological, semiotic or aesthetic specificity. Our re-
search is a quest for what may be termed the dynamics of media dispositifs, that
is, tracing constellations of factors, including discursive formations, economic
strategies, socio-cultural functions, as well as technological affordances and ap-
propriation by users.
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The contributions in this book all recognize that new media are not only em-
bedded in but also generate and reassemble material cultures. This pertains to
what Matthew Fuller has called the ‘reality-forming nature of a medium’ (Fuller
2005, 2). Contrary to views of new media as producing virtual experiences that lie
outside everyday material realities, or as generating ‘just representations’, or ‘just
metaphors’, this book emphasizes that they embody, assemble and reproduce
gatherings that are always material – both in effect and as matters of fact. Or
better, as matters of concern, since matters of fact should never be taken for
granted. As Bruno Latour (2005, 114) writes: ‘The discussion begins to shift for
good when one introduces not matters of fact but what I now call matters of con-
cern. While highly uncertain and loudly disputed, these real, objective, atypical,
and above all, interesting agencies are taken not exactly as object but rather as
gatherings.’ New media and digital material are all about such interesting gather-
ings, as we hope to show in the present book.

Utrecht, December 2008

Marianne van den Boomen, Sybille Lammes, Ann-Sophie Lehmann, Joost Raes-
sens, Mirko Tobias Schäfer

Note

1. For more information, see newmediastudies.nl
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Serious games from an apparatus
perspective

Joost Raessens

According to the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze, concepts are meaningless
unless they are helpful to the understanding and solution of significant contem-
porary problems (Deleuze and Parnet 1996).¹ In line with Deleuze, I will intro-
duce the concept of the ‘gaming apparatus’ as a heuristic tool for the study of the
political-ideological coloring of so-called serious games. These games have ‘an
explicit and carefully thought-out educational purpose and are not intended to be
played primarily for amusement’ (Michael and Chen 2006, 21). Such a tool is im-
portant because, to date, much of the debate on serious games has merely been
framed in terms of effectiveness without paying attention to their political-ideolo-
gical interest. And when theorists do pay attention to the political-ideological in-
terest of games, they barely involve the game’s medium specificity in their ana-
lyses.

In the first and second paragraph, I will define the concept of the gaming ap-
paratus and discuss the possible political-ideological tendencies of the playing of
serious games. In order to do so, I will refer to the work of the Slovenian philoso-
pher Slavoj Žižek. In the third paragraph, I will interpret the possible political-
ideological tendencies which Žižek refers to as ‘virtual’. These tendencies may or
may not be actualized, depending on the different ways in which the player of the
game is positioned in or by the gaming apparatus. As I will argue in paragraph
four and five, questions about the political-ideological meaning of a specific se-
rious game can, thus, only be answered by taking into account all the elements of
the gaming apparatus. We will see this in my analysis of Food Force (2005), a game
I consider to be quintessentially serious.

The gaming apparatus

One of the founding fathers of the so-called ‘apparatus theory’ – a dominant the-
ory within film studies during the 1970s – is the French psychoanalytic film theor-
ist Jean-Louis Baudry (1986a, 1986b). Studying media from an apparatus perspec-
tive means studying them as configurations of technology and materiality, user
positioning, unconscious desires, media text and context, and the production of
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meaning as an interplay between these elements.² Therefore, the analysis of se-
rious games from an apparatus perspective pays attention to these five elements
that contribute to their production of meaning: (1) The technical or material basis
of serious games that help to shape (2) specific positionings of the player based
upon (3) specific unconscious desires to which correspond (4) different game
forms or texts with their specific modes of address and (5) different institutional
and cultural contexts and playing situations. This multilayered model shows that
the production of meaning emerges ‘in new structures of political, material, and
aesthetic combination’ (Fuller, 2005, x). As a starting point I will analyze the poli-
tical-ideological tendencies of the specific unconscious desires at play when play-
ing serious games. I will do so by analyzing in this paragraph the conceptual
framework of the Lacanian philosopher Žižek (1999) and in the next paragraph
the ways in which his philosophical framework has been translated into the field
of educational gaming.

Žižek starts his analysis of the range of unconscious desires by addressing the
following question: ‘What are the consequences of cyberspace for Oedipus – that
is, for the mode of subjectivization that psychoanalysis conceptualized as the Oe-
dipus complex and its dissolution?’ (Žižek 1999, 110). What makes this question
important to the study of serious games is that, framed within a Lacanian per-
spective, these kinds of games deal with the player’s persuasion of or entry into
the game’s symbolic order.³ Žižek himself advocates a third way, somewhere in
between the two standard reactions toward cyberspace: that cyberspace involves
the end of Oedipus (whether in a dystopian or utopian form) or, on the contrary,
that cyberspace entails the continuation of Oedipus. This third way he defines as
‘interpassivity’. These three reactions are charted in the following table.

Žižek 1 End of Oedipus 2 Continuation of

Oedipus

3 In-between:

interpassivity1A Dystopia 1B Utopia

Table 1: Reactions toward cyberspace, from a Lacanian perspective

According to Žižek, the first standard reaction toward cyberspace is that it in-
volves the end of Oedipus. According to some – Žižek is referring to Jean Baudril-
lard and Paul Virilio – this end of Oedipus is a dystopian development (1A, see
Table 1):

Individuals regressing to pre-symbolic psychotic immersion, of losing the
symbolic distance that sustains the minimum of critical/reflective attitude (the
idea that the computer functions as a maternal Thing that swallows the sub-
ject, who entertains an attitude of incestuous fusion towards it) (Žižek 1999,
111).
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On the other hand, there are theorists – here Žižek refers to Sandy Stone and
Sherry Turkle – who emphasize the liberating potential of cyberspace (1B, see
Table 1):

Cyberspace opens up the domain of shifting multiple sexual and social identi-
ties, at least potentially liberating us from the hold of the patriarchal Law (...)
In cyberspace, I am compelled to renounce any fixed symbolic identity, the
legal/political fiction of a unique Self guaranteed by my place in the socio-sym-
bolic structure (ibid., 112).

According to the second standard reaction toward cyberspace, the oedipal mode
of subjectivization continues, albeit by other means:

Yes, in cyberspace, ‘you can be whatever you want’, you’re free to choose a
symbolic identity (screen-persona), but you must choose one which in a way
will always betray you, which will never be fully adequate; you must accept
representation in cyberspace by a signifying element that runs around in the
circuitry as your stand-in (ibid., 114).

Finally, Žižek argues that both standard reactions to cyberspace – as a break from
or a continuation with Oedipus – are wrong and that we need to conceptualize a
middle position. This ‘in between’ is described by Žižek as ‘interpassivity’. ‘Inter-
activity’ and ‘interpassivity’ are two different ways in which digital technologies
position people as responders. They are not oppositional, but mutually constitu-
tive. According to Žižek, the term ‘interactivity’ is currently used in two senses:
‘(1) interacting with the medium – that is, not being just a passive consumer’ (Žižek
1999, 105). This is the case when a player is clicking and moving a mouse, and
tapping the keys of the keyboard. The second form of interactivity occurs when
these actions lead to in-game actions: ‘(2) acting through another agent, so that my
job is done, while I sit back and remain passive, just observing the game’ (ibid.,
105-106). This is the case when the player observes how an avatar on the screen
acts. According to Žižek, interpassivity is a reversal of the second meaning of
interactivity: ‘the distinguishing feature of interpassivity is that, in it, the subject
is incessantly – frenetically even – active, while displacing on to another the funda-
mental passivity of his or her being’ (Žižek 1999, 106). We see this interpassive
mechanism at work when the player is passionately clicking and tapping while his
avatar is fulfilling the game’s demands. Žižek’s prime example of interpassivity is
the Japanese electronic toy, the Tamagotchi. The Tamagotchi is a virtual pet that
captivates those who take care of it by issuing orders:

The interesting thing here is that we are dealing with a toy (…) that provides
satisfaction precisely by behaving like a difficult child bombarding us with
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demands. The satisfaction is provided by our being compelled to care for the
object any time it wants – that is, by fulfilling its demands (…) The whole point
of the game is that it always has the initiative, that the object controls the game
and bombards us with demands (Žižek 1999, 107-108).

But, and this is crucial, those who take care of the Tamagotchi play this interpas-
sive game under the condition of disavowal: ‘“I know very well that this is just an
inanimate object, but nonetheless I act as if I believe this is a living being”’ (Žižek
1999, 107). This moment of distancing means that we can follow the Other’s or-
ders while simultaneously having a critical, reflexive relation with them. Whether
such a critical distance exists or needs to exist is a crucial question, as we will see
in the next paragraph, in the debate about the political-ideological impact of se-
rious games.

Political-ideological tendencies in serious games

These three ‘virtual tendencies’, reactions toward cyberspace as developed by Ži-
žek (end of Oedipus, continuation of Oedipus, and in-between interpassivity), are
‘translated’ by game researcher Caroline Pelletier into the field of the educational
sciences, as I have charted in Table 2. What makes Pelletier’s approach important
is that she traces these reactions in the literature about educational games.
Although she specifically focuses on educational games, I would like to argue
that her analysis is relevant to serious games because they have an ‘explicit and
carefully thought-out educational purpose’ (Michael and Chen 2006, 21).

Žižek 1 End of Oedipus 2 Continuation of

Oedipus

3 In-between:

interpassivity1A Dystopia 1B Utopia

Pelletier Games as sensual

temptations

Games as pain re-

lievers

Games as replicas

of non-virtual life

Games as dra-

matic stages for

reality construc-

tion

Table 2: Reactions toward cyberspace and games

According to Pelletier, elements of the so-called ‘end of Oedipus’ reaction – either
its dystopian or utopian mode – can be traced in those theories which define
games as ‘sensual temptations’ or as ‘pain relievers’. The games-as-sensual-temp-
tations argument (see Table 2) goes like this: ‘when using games as part of class-
room teaching, teachers should interrupt the play process on a regular basis to
prevent students immersing themselves in the game and losing sight of the learn-
ing objectives’ (Pelletier 2005, 320). As Pelletier says, ‘learning is seen to take
place not through play but rather through reflection on the game’s content’
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(ibid.). At first sight this argument seems to be contradicted by those studies
which show that we can learn from playing games as such (Lieberman 2006;
Ritterfeld and Weber 2006). But there are other examples that show that reflec-
tion on the game’s content is an important component of learning as well (Raes-
sens 2007).

Elements of the games-as-pain-relievers argument (see Table 2) can be traced
back to the work of Mark Prensky (2001). His digital games-based learning ap-
proach defines ‘active’ learning in a two-fold way: as a pleasurable and liberating
activity that (1) breaks with the traditional pain of learning, and (2) gives greater
agency to learners. But as Pelletier rightly argues, Prensky’s approach is mislead-
ing because he is ‘challenging one form of authority in order to replace it with
another – the global economy’ (Pelletier 2005, 320). What Prensky does is simply
reinstating authority elsewhere: ‘So it is precisely Prensky’s playful attitude to-
wards learning which initiates the supremacy of a consumer-oriented and fast-
paced brand of capitalism’ (Pelletier 2005, 320).

The games-as-replicas-of-non-virtual-life argument (see Table 2) deals with
those theories in which the Oedipal narrative is continued by other means. What
this means becomes clear in James Paul Gee’s comments on David Williamson
Shaffer’s How computer games help children learn (2006). In this book Shaffer ‘shows
how computer and video games can help students learn to think like engineers,
urban planners, journalists, lawyers’. Gee’s comments are in line with Pelletier’s
analysis when he characterizes Shaffer as having ‘a deeply conservative vision (…)
his goal is to put pressure on schools to prepare children to be productive work-
ers, thoughtful members of society, and savvy citizens’ (Shaffer 2006, xii). Ac-
cording to Gee and Shaffer, schools are ‘not preparing children to be innovators
at the highest technical levels – the levels that will pay off most in our modern,
high-tech, science-driven, global economy’ (Shaffer and Gee 2005). Their solu-
tion to ‘our crisis’ – the fact that the United States runs the risk of being over-
shadowed by countries like China and India – are ‘epistemic games’ (the term is
Gee and Shaffer’s). Epistemic games ‘are about having students do things that
matter in the world by immersing them in rigorous professional practices of in-
novation’ (ibid.). In doing so, a game player is trained to become a member of a
certain community and to adopt its epistemic frame: ‘we call a community’s dis-
tinctive ways of doing, valuing, and knowing its epistemic frame. We use this term
because an epistemic frame ‘frames’ the way someone thinks about the world –

like putting on a pair of colored glasses’ (ibid.).
The meaning of the fourth argument – games-as-dramatic-stages-for-reality-

construction (see Table 2) – becomes clear when we compare the playing of se-
rious games to playing with a tamagotchi. When we play a serious game, according
to Pelletier, the same two characteristics emerge as when we play with a Tama-
gotchi. On the one hand, the game captivates the player by issuing orders: ‘Play-
ing a game involves following orders; the game sets the objectives, the sequence
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in which they are to be completed, and usually the winning conditions’ (Pelletier
2005, 322). On the other hand, playing serious games always incorporates a mo-
ment of disavowal – of distancing – specific to games. ‘In playing games (…) we
perform actions in the full knowledge that we are doing this within the con-
straints set by someone else’ (ibid., 323). According to Pelletier, this is exactly the
process on which gaming is based: ‘Because the rules are already set, the goals
already decided, we can be playful around them’ (ibid.).

It is useful to translate the three standard reactions towards cyberspace into the
field of educational/serious game studies as Pelletier does, because it makes us
understand the different ways in which the player relates to the game’s symbolic
order. To decide which of these ‘virtual’ tendencies of the gaming apparatus be-
come actualized in a specific situation, we have to analyze the different ways in
which serious game players are positioned.

Positioning of the player

In the remains of this chapter I will focus on the four different forms of player
positioning: the game’s technical or material base, the game text itself, the insti-
tutional and the cultural environment in which serious games are made and
played. In this paragraph I will give a short description of these different ele-
ments. In paragraph four I will analyze which of the four unconscious desires of
the gaming apparatus are at the basis of Food Force. Finally, in paragraph five I will
describe how these virtual dispositions become actualized by discussing the ways
in which the game player is positioned by the game’s technology, the game texts,
its institutional contexts and cultural settings.

What is most striking about the technical basis of a serious game such as Food
Force – a web-based, single-player PC game – is that the game player is immobi-
lized yet highly active: she is sitting in a chair behind her PC with both hands
occupied, one clicking and moving a mouse, the other tapping the keys of the
keyboard. By using a keyboard and a mouse, the player controls the in-game ac-
tions. This clicking and tapping – referred to as a form of ‘functional interactivity;
or utilitarian participation’ (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 59) – is, as I will discuss
later on, more or less complemented by three other forms of player participation:
interpretation (including deconstruction), reconfiguration, and construction
(Raessens 2005).

We also have to take into account how the player of the game is addressed or
positioned both by the game text itself (Casetti) and the institutional context
(Odin) in which the game is played. When we define a pragmatic approach as
one that takes into account the role of the spectator (in film studies) or the player
(in game studies), we can characterize textual positioning as an ‘immanent’ and
contextual positioning as an ‘extrinsic’ form of pragmatics (Simons 1995, 210).
The immanent film pragmatist Franceso Casetti develops three fundamental prin-
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ciples: ‘that the film signals the presence of the spectator; that it assigns a position to
him/her; that it makes him follow an itinerary’ (cited in Buckland and Simons
1995, 115). Extrinsic film pragmatist Roger Odin, on the other hand, is of the
opinion that a film spectator is primarily subjected to social institutions. A read-
ing of a film ‘does not result from an internal [textual] constraint, but from a
cultural constraint’ (Odin 1995, 213).

Last but not least, we also have to take into account the cultural settings in
which games are made (Jenkins). Since they are mutually constitutive, the concept
of ‘interpassivity’ runs the same risk as ‘interactivity’, namely that the cultural
aspects of media are neglected. As Jenkins rightly argues, ‘interactivity is a prop-
erty of technologies; participation refers to what the culture does with these new
media resources’ (Jenkins 2007). So, serious games scholars should focus not
only on how serious games bring about a critical, reflexive relation towards their
content – as Pelletier suggests in her analysis of ‘interpassivity’ – but also on the
two seemingly contradictory trends that are shaping the current media landscape:

On the one hand, new media technologies have lowered production and dis-
tribution costs, expanded the range of available delivery channels, and enabled
consumers to archive, annotate, appropriate, and re-circulate media content.
At the same time, there has been an alarming concentration of the ownership
of mainstream commercial media, with a small handful of multinational med-
ia conglomerates dominating all sectors of the entertainment industry (Jenkins
2007).

What makes Jenkins’s position interesting is that he avoids both an attitude of
refusal and an attitude of blind acceptance toward the cultural industries but opts
for, as Žižek does, a position ‘in-between’: an open, negotiating relation in which
consumers demand a share of popular culture by appropriating its content for
their own purposes.

Virtual tendencies in Food Force

Food Force (2005, www.food-force.com) was released by the United Nations World
Food Programme (WPF) with children aged eight to thirteen as its target group.
The game, which takes approximately thirty minutes to play, tells the story of a
food crisis on the fictitious island of Sheylan. When we look more closely at the
four unconscious desires both Žižek and Pelletier refer to, it seems to be a contra-
dictio in terminis to think that serious games in general, and Food Force in particular,
would be able or willing to put an end to Oedipus, that is, keep the player from
entering the symbolic order of the game. This means that both the games-as-
sensual-temptation argument and the games-as-pain-reliever argument turn out
to be foreign to the seriousness of these games. That does not mean, however,
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that Pelletier’s reflections on both tendencies are useless here. The games-as-sen-
sual-temptation argument makes clear that not only the playing of the game but
also the reflection on the gaming experience are an important component of
learning as well. I will discuss this element later on in this chapter. The games-
as-pain-reliever argument makes us aware of the risks of what Vance Packard
once labeled a ‘hidden persuader’ (1984). Claiming that the gamer is in control,
as theorists often do, can hide a specific symbolic order from view in which the
gamer is inscribed when playing the game, as is the case in Prensky’s argument
mentioned earlier. What we finally need to decide is whether the playing of se-
rious games, such as Food Force, leads to a ‘continuation of Oedipus’ or to an
interpassive relationship with it.

Let’s first look at the ‘continuation of Oedipus’. To analyze which symbolic
order the player enters when playing Food Force, I recall Shaffer and Gee’s refer-
ence to the game’s epistemic frame that ‘“frames” the way someone thinks about
the world – like putting on a pair of colored glasses’ (Shaffer and Gee 2005). To
understand how this process works, George Lakoff’s concepts of ‘framing’ and
‘metaphor’ are useful here. According to Lakoff, metaphors frame our under-
standing of the world.

In order to increase our understanding of Food Force’s symbolic order, it is pro-
ductive to approach it from a ‘family values’ perspective. According to Lakoff, ‘we
all have a metaphor for the nation as a family (…) because we usually understand
large social groups, like nations, in terms of small ones, like families or commu-
nities’ (Lakoff 2004, 5). Food Force tries to persuade its players to adopt ‘a [Demo-
cratic, progressive] nurturant parent family model’ (ibid., 6). According to the
metaphor of the nurturant parent, ‘in foreign policy the role of the nation should
be to promote cooperation and extend these values to the world’ (ibid., 40) and to
focus on ‘international institutions and strong defensive and peacekeeping forces’
(ibid., 63). Caring and responsibility equal ‘caring about and acting responsibility
for the world’s people; world health, hunger, poverty (…) rights for women, chil-
dren (…) refugees, and ethnic minorities’ (ibid., 92). This metaphor goes against
the metaphor of the [Republican, conservative] strict father family frame that, in
foreign affairs, leads to the following: ‘The government should maintain its sov-
ereignty and impose its moral authority everywhere it can, while seeking its self-
interest (the economic self-interest of corporations and military strength)’ (ibid.,
41). Because Food Force represents the United Nations World Food Programme as
an organization able to – literally – ‘nurture’ its family members, this game ex-
presses the values and lets the player enter the symbolic order of the nurturant
parent family frame.

Secondly, to analyze the interpassive aspects of playing Food Force, we have to
focus on the moment of disavowal – or distancing – that is specific to games,
according to Pelletier. We need to answer the question of whether playing serious
games entails a critical, reflexive relation towards these games. That means we
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must take a closer look at the three interpretative participatory strategies that may
be activated in the player as a reaction to what Sherry Turkle calls the seduction of
simulation (1996): players can surrender to the seduction of Food Force by inter-
preting the game more or less according to the encoded UN-ideological frames
(simulation resignation). Or they may understand these frames by demystifying or
deconstructing the assumptions or frames that are built into the simulation (si-
mulation understanding). Or they can completely disavow the social and political
importance of these kinds of games (simulation denial).

These three strategies do, indeed, determine the reactions of players and critics
of both games. On the Water Cooler Games forum, for example, games critic and
forum editor Gonzalo Frasca resigns to the seduction of Food Force when he
writes: ‘Finally! An educational game that rocks! Informative, well produced and
very enjoyable to play with. Go United Nations! (…) Overall, I am extremely happy
for this game, it is an excellent example of the way edutainment should be’ (www.
watercoolergames.org/archives/000381.shtml). Simulation denial and under-
standing are clearly in the minority. On the same forum, some players deny Food
Force’s importance by criticizing the UN for spending money on digital game de-
velopment while thousands starve. Others criticize the built-in assumptions of
Food Force because the game does not refer to forms of misconduct by UN person-
nel: ‘How much like the real UN is it?’

What these reactions show is that it is, indeed, possible for players and critics
to have the kind of critical, reflexive relation to these games described by Žižek
and Pelletier. But looking through and exposing the hidden, naturalized, ideolo-
gically colored rules of serious games is, however, not commonplace. Players of
Food Force seem to be more superficial than both Žižek and Pelletier hope for, at
least when we define superficiality as the surface of the game’s Oedipal, symbolic
order as opposed to the in-depth process of deconstruction.

Player positioning by technology, text and context

Let’s first look at player positioning by technology. Players of Food Force are posi-
tioned by the game’s technology. We can think of the following assets: the game
is accessible through the Internet; the game can be played for free; the game’s
website provides access to activist tools and offers the player all kinds of back-
ground information. Because Food Force is a web-based, single-player PC game, it
does not offer multi-user environments in its game play, maybe because of finan-
cial restrictions. The game lacks a ‘constructive’ mode of participation in the
sense that players are denied the possibility of game modification. The dominant
mode of participation in Food Force is ‘reconfiguration’: ‘the exploration of the un-
known, in the computer game represented worlds’ (Raessens 2005, 380).

Secondly, I would like to look at player positioning by text. Paraphrasing Case-
tti, the analysis of player positioning by the game itself must focus on three ele-

serious games from an apparatus perspective 29



ments: how the game signals the presence of the player; how it assigns him a posi-
tion; how it makes him follow an itinerary.

In the virtual world of Food Force, the player is assigned a position that can be
described as a first-person point of view on the game’s world: he is required to
adopt a minimal degree of characterization, that is the young rookie addressed by
the game as ‘you’. In the beginning of the game, this young rookie is briefed by a
man called Carlos on a humanitarian crisis on the fictitious island Sheylan in the
Indian Ocean (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Carlos’s briefing

It is the player’s mission to deliver food as quickly as possible to Sheylan’s resi-
dents. Guided by a team of experts, in a race against the clock, the player has to
accomplish six missions or mini-games in a linear order, delivering food to an
area in crisis. In the first mission, for example, the player has to pilot a helicopter
over a crisis zone in Sheylan to locate the hungry (see Figure 2).

The basic rule of Food Force is an ideologically motivated one: players win the
game by completing the six missions and, in doing so, help to fight hunger. The
goal of the game is directly conveyed to the player: ‘You can learn to fight hunger
(…) Millions of people are now depending on you for help. This is more than just
a game. Good luck!’ Players receive positive feedback on their performance from
team members if their missions are successful. At those moments, the game sig-
nals the presence of the player. If the mission fails, the player is encouraged to try
again. After playing the game, a player can summit his or her final score to a
worldwide high score list on the game’s website. Though the game does not have
real-life consequences for the player, he is constantly reminded of the fact that in
real life the WFP missions have huge consequences for these hungry people.
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Next, the player positioning by context is important. In line with Odin’s ‘extrinsic’
form of pragmatics and Jenkins’s model of convergence culture, we have to take
into account that players of Food Force are also addressed or positioned by the
institutional context or cultural setting in which this game is played.

Three aspects of this institutional context or cultural setting are important.
Firstly, the game is played in the context of a website that provides the player
with background information about the social issues these games deal with. The
Food Force website provides the player with information about the reality behind
the game: ‘In the world today hundreds of millions of people suffer from chronic
hunger and malnutrition.’ Furthermore, the player can learn about WPF’s mission
to fight hunger worldwide and learn how he can actively support the WFP activ-
ities outside the game world. Players can help by giving money to the WFP, by
teaching others about famine, and by organizing fundraising activities at school
or at home. Secondly, the game is often played in the context of a classroom
situation. On the Food Force website, teachers can find all the information they
need for the use of the game as a classroom tool for teaching about hunger.
From a pragmatic perspective, both elements can be seen as a framework of cul-
tural constraints that regulates the players’ understanding of these games and
thereby helps them entering the games’ symbolic order. Thirdly, as part of today’s
media transformations, organizations are increasingly able to produce their own
games outside the main gaming industry (also as a form of construction), and
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players are enabled to use the activist tools woven into the game’s website. The
fact that Food Force succeeds in raising issues that the mass-news media do not
always consider newsworthy shows the relevance of this game.

Conclusions

In this chapter I have examined how the functioning and function of serious
games are ideologically colored. The functioning of serious games concerns the
different forms of player positioning that contribute to the production of mean-
ing. To be able to study the functioning of serious games, I have introduced the
concept of the gaming apparatus. The advantage or productivity of using this
concept within game studies is that it helps to articulate the understanding of the
production of meaning as deeply influenced by the ways in which configurations
of technology, user positioning, desire, media text and context take shape in spe-
cific games.

I have questioned the function of serious games by analyzing the ‘if’ and ‘how’
of the player’s entry into the game’s symbolic order. I have described the four
kinds of unconscious desires – ‘virtual’ tendencies in Žižek and Pelletier’s use of
the term – that may or may not become actualized, depending on how the player
of a specific game is positioned or addressed in or by the gaming apparatus. In
Food Force, the games-as-replicas-of-non-virtual-life argument seemed to be domi-
nant. The ideologically colored construction seems not to be automatically re-
vealed through the mere activity of play as Pelletier suggested. Furthermore, it
turned out to be almost a contradictio in terminis to presume that serious games in
general and Food Force in particular would be able or willing to put an end to
Oedipus, that is, to keep the player from entering the symbolic order of the
game. This would mean that there seems to be little room for a critical, reflective
attitude towards the game’s ideology while playing these games.

Whether such a critical distance needs to exist in the first place is up for dis-
cussion. It is of course a legitimate aspiration to teach children about hunger as
Food Force intends to do. At the same time it is also legitimate to teach children
how to understand the frames and values of which a specific serious game wants
to convince its player. I agree with Turkle when she advocates the importance of
an attitude of simulation understanding: ‘Understanding the assumptions that
underlie simulation is a key element of political power’ (Turkle 1996, 71). It could
be a task of media literacy education not only to teach children through but also
about digital games. As Kurt Squire argues, ‘students might be required to critique
the game and explicitly address built-in simulation biases’ (Squire 2002).

The fact that in the new media landscape children are becoming participants,
and not only spectators or consumers, also means that they should be aware of
their ‘ethical responsibilities’ (Jenkins 2007), for example by asking ‘about the
motives or accuracy of the ways games depict the world’ (ibid.) or by asking what
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kind of (ideologically colored) games they would want to design themselves. Pro-
fessional serious game designers as well as serious game theorists also have an
ethical-political responsibility when they make decisions about the ways in which
they want to design serious games and construct theories about them. Which of
the ‘virtual’ tendencies become actualized is not directly inscribed in the game’s
technical properties. They are the ‘possibilities opened up by cyberspace technol-
ogy, so that, ultimately, the choice is ours, the stake in a politico-ideological
struggle’ (Žižek 1999, 123).

Notes

1. A longer and more elaborated version of this chapter is forthcoming in: Ritterfeld, Ute,
Michael Cody and Peter Vorderer, eds. Serious games: Mechanisms and effects. New York:
Routledge, Taylor and Francis (2009).

2. For a critical discussion of the Nintendo DS as mobile apparatus, see Nanna Verhoeff’s
chapter in this book.

3. For an extensive discussion of the processes of persuasion in war games, see David
Nieborg’s chapter.
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Empower yourself, defend freedom!

Playing games during times of war

David B. Nieborg

The January 2008 edition of the popular Dutch game magazine Power Unlimited
featured a two-page advertisement by the Koninklijke Landmacht (Royal Dutch
Army). The full color advertisement on pages two and three carried the tagline:
‘Fine leadership comes naturally.’ The left page shows soldiers pointing at a map
and discussing strategy, the right page packed a lot of reading. Interestingly, the
ad shows no weaponry at all and is, compared to the showy marketing material
for war games, quite considerate. The underlying recruiting motive here is profes-
sionalism – accepting a ranking job in the Royal Dutch Army primarily asks for
management and leadership skills. Putting an ad in a game magazine is an ob-
vious move, considering the shared target demographic (16- to 26-year-old boys)
of both gaming magazines and army recruiters. Despite ‘a disappearing audience
for war’ (Carruthers 2008), the First Person Shooter (FPS) game Call of Duty 4:
Modern Warfare topped the all important 2008 holiday sales charts and has sold
over nine million copies.

Despite the hunger of many ‘hardcore’ gamers to experience mediated warfare,
as the stunning success of Call of Duty 4 shows, the outlook for the Dutch Army, in
terms of new recruits, is not at all favorable. For one thing, the Dutch involvement
in the war in Afghanistan led to a number of fatal casualties, lowering the pro-
pensity of Dutch youngsters to consider an army career. To aid recruiting efforts,
the Dutch Army is seeking recruits at increasingly lower ages and is directly tap-
ping into the fabric of game culture. At the annual Army open door days and at
industry events such as game conventions, the Army set up Xbox 360 demo pods
to lure gamers into their recruiting booth to play the war game Tom Clancy’s Ghost
Recon Advanced Warfighter 2. However, it is with a mix of envy and esteem that
ranking Dutch service members look at their allies in the west.

In 2006 the US Army had a whopping 3.9 billion dollar recruiting budget to
spend on: ‘slick ads that reach students before they set foot on campus – in fash-
ion and music magazines, free iPod downloads, MySpace campaigns, on televi-
sion and hip-hop radio stations, and through concert and sporting even sponsor-
ships’ (Allison and Solnit 2007, 46). During informal interviews with Dutch
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service members, most of them gamers themselves, I was told that Dutch recrui-
ters are particularly envious of one specific recruiting project: America’s Army. This
game can be seen as the first state-produced, highly visible and popular game
with an overt persuasive agenda (cf. Løvlie 2007). To label the America’s Army proj-
ect as successful would be an understatement. In direct ways, by projecting the
US Army brand deeply into game culture at minimal costs, and indirectly by get-
ting into ‘the consideration set’ of US high school students, the project is said to
have saved hundreds of millions of marketing and recruiting dollars (Nieborg
2005).

The aim of this chapter is to deepen the understanding of the representation
and simulation of modern war in games vis-à-vis government propaganda. There-
fore, a short discussion on the Global War on Terror as a war on ideas follows
first. Next, to contextualize the use of propaganda in games, the argument will be
made that the theme of modern warfare is already a familiar commoditized inter-
text, thereby aiding the acceptance of pro-military themes. The militarization of
society and of popular culture has a long history, and war has been a familiar
theme in television, movies, toys and digital and non-digital games (Regan 1994;
Hall 2003). The usage of games, and America’s Army in particular, as part of wider
US strategic communication efforts signals the usefulness of game culture for the
dissemination of state-produced propaganda via military-operated game commu-
nities (Nieborg 2006).

The America’s Army platform

The America’s Army development team cleverly mixed various educational, market-
ing and propaganda mechanisms at their disposal to offer a free game which on
the one hand fits perfectly into the FPS genre while at the same time reinforcing a
highly politicized recruiting agenda (cf. Allison and Solnit 2007).¹ The best-
known version of America’s Army is its freely downloadable public version, or as
version 2.8.2.1 (2008) is called America’s Army: Special Forces (Overmatch). ‘The Offi-
cial US Army Game’, as it is labelled by the US Army itself, is best described as an
online, multiplayer, squad-based, tactical FPS PC game. The game is distributed
via various game websites and was developed under the auspices and with materi-
al and immaterial input of the US Army. The goal of the game is to inform popu-
lar culture rather than to persuade, and to raise awareness of the US Army brand
rather than to recruit directly, which is done by a large group of dedicated US
Army recruiters. A key component in building and maintaining both the US Army
and America’s Army brand identities is the Goarmy.com website, and one of the
main goals of the America’s Army project is to raise traffic to the dedicated recruit-
ing website. Primarily an advanced online recruiting station, the website offers a
virtual insight into an Army career. Whereas before the game launched a large
number of leads to the website stemming from TV and radio advertisements, to-
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day a significant number comes from the America’s Army website and from within
the game itself.

Similar to the Goarmy.com website, the US Army as a possible future career is
a central theme to the game’s design. Having commerce at the core of its brand
identity, the PC game exemplifies the linkage of commercial goals with a cultural
text through creating an engaging (brand) experience (Van der Graaf and Nieborg
2003). Along with a PC version, the America’s Army brand has been expanded since
its introduction on 4 July 2002 by publishing the Xbox game America’s Army: Rise of
a Soldier (2005), a Xbox 360 version called America’s Army: True Soldiers (2007), and
the mobile phone game America’s Army: Special Operations (2007). In addition, dedi-
cated fans can buy America’s Army action figures, apparel or other knickknacks on
armygamegear.com, or seek out an America’s Army cabinet in an arcade hall.

Over the years the PC version of America’s Army has become more of a platform
than one single and stable game within the US Army. Or as the official website
explains: ‘The America’s Army “Platform” (AAP) is a government-owned core
technology and content infrastructure designed to support existing warfighters,
instructors & students through a new generation of low cost, PC-based, web-de-
ployable, interactive training’ (US Army 2005). This set of non-public governmen-
tal applications was built by specialized sub-groups of in-house game developers
in cooperation with commercial game studios and US Army researchers. Together
they use advanced, commercial, off-the-shelf game technology to develop various
training tools (e.g. for land navigation), and modeling and simulation applica-
tions (e.g. weapon testing), used by various US governmental organizations, such
as the US Secret Service. The proprietary Unreal game engine, developed by the
US-based Epic Games game development company, affords the Army a perpe-
tually updated and versatile platform to provide high-fidelity simulations.

By analyzing the production, distribution, and use of both the governmental
and public version of America’s Army, four different dimensions can be distin-
guished. The America’s Army Platform can be seen as an advergame, an edugame, a
test bed and tool, and a propaganda game.² The edugame and test tool dimen-
sion are most apparent in several governmental applications, while the public
version encompasses all four dimensions. Hereafter only the public use of the PC
version of America’s Army will be discussed. The adaptive character of contempo-
rary game technology enables game developers to design multidimensional PC
games, such as America’s Army, moving beyond ‘mere entertainment’. This begs
the question: Is America’s Army a form of propaganda? If so, how does it function
as a propaganda tool within the vast US military complex? And, how does its
propaganda message manifest itself in the representation and simulation of war
in the game? Whether or not America’s Army ‘works’ as intended, or whether it is,
in the eyes of its players, a symbol of rampant American imperialism or a new
form of camp is a highly relevant question, but falls outside the scope of this
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chapter. Next, the notion of soft power is introduced to expand upon the interplay
between popular culture and propaganda.

Digital games as soft power

That infamous September morning in New York, the world changed the moment
the first airplane hit the Twin Towers. The US was at war. Les Brownlee, former
Acting Secretary of the Army, and General Peter J. Schoomaker, Chief of Staff of
the US Army, emphasize the long-term character of the current war:

This is not simply a fight against terror – terror is a tactic. This is not simply a
fight against al Qaeda, its affiliates, and adherents – they are foot soldiers.
This is not simply a fight to bring democracy to the Middle East – that is a
strategic objective. This is a fight for the very ideas at the foundation of our
society, the ways of life those ideas enable, and the freedoms we enjoy (Brown-
lee and Schoomaker, 2004).

According to US government officials, such as former US Defense Secretary
Rumsfeld, the Global War on Terror (or GWOT) is not only a war on ‘stateless
criminals’ but also a seemingly endless war on ideas (Taylor 2008). It is a war to
spread freedom and liberty – i.e. values appropriated by and associated with the
United States (Nye 2004). The handling of the ongoing wars in Afghanistan and
Iraq, however, has had devastating results for the image of US foreign policy:
‘The war has increased mistrust of America in Europe, weakened support for the
War on Terrorism, and undermined US credibility worldwide’ (Defense Science
Board 2004, 15). This trend of the US’s slipping global image and dwindling sup-
port for the GWOT is backed by the polling data of the Pew Research Center
(2006). They conclude that although the values such as freedom and democracy,
as well as free market capitalism, are shared around the world, the Bush-Cheney
White House’s handling of the war effort is seen as the main reason for the de-
creasing support of the US-led GWOT (Hersh 2004; Woodward 2006).

The question is then, how? How are anti-American attitudes to be altered? In
his book Power, terror, peace, and war: America’s grand strategy in a world at risk, foreign
relations expert Walter Russell Mead (2004) reflects on this question and dis-
cusses the changing role of the US as a superpower. In his opening chapter he
addresses the almost messianic role of American grand strategy, to spread peace,
freedom and liberty around the world using various forms of power. Mead builds
on Joseph Nye’s (2002) distinction between hard and soft power, offering two
sub-categories for both. Hard (military and economical) power is split up into
sharp (military) and sticky (economical) power, and soft power (cultural power)
is split up in hegemonic and sweet power.³ As comic books and Coca-Cola are
part of the US’s sweet power, so are games, movies and television series. Accord-
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ing to Mead and Nye the GWOT cannot be won by hard power alone, you need
soft power as well: ‘In any case, American sweet power, though limited and vari-
able, clearly plays an important role in winning sympathy and support for Amer-
ican foreign policy around the world’ (Mead 2004, 39-40). Soft power is not un-
der government control like propaganda is, and has limits, just as military power
does. But, as I will argue hereafter, America’s Army is not only a propaganda tool, it
is a powerful example of the ability of the US to successfully wield soft power by
directly tapping into popular culture.

The military entertainment arcade

If foreign relations experts are to be believed, anti-American attitudes are not only
a direct threat to US national security, they also undermine the sole surviving
superpower’s soft power. Since soft power is mostly manufactured by commercial
enterprises, it will be no surprise that the US military is eager to appropriate such
valuable practices. The Defense Science Board (2004) directly points to the private
sector with its expert knowledge when it comes to successfully getting across
messages with an agenda. One way to do this is by using ‘interactive and
mediated channels’, because ‘pervasive telecommunications technology permits
the cost effective engagement of target audiences in sustained two-way interac-
tions using electronic mail, interactive dialogue, virtual communication, interac-
tive video games, and interactive Internet games’ (ibid, 57-8). As such, online
games are to be used for the US effort. And why not, the sweet power of many
military themed games seems stronger than anything else. Think of recent exam-
ples such as Battlefield 2 (2006), Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (2007), and Tom
Clancy’s Ghost Recon Advanced Warfighter 2 (2007). How has this come to be?

The US military and the global game culture are profoundly interlinked on a
technical, cultural and social-economic level, and the representation and simula-
tion of modern war in computer games are at the same time a result as well as a
catalyst of this bond (Halter 2006). The technological symbiosis between games
for entertainment and military simulations has a long shared history. With the
end of the Cold War, the structure of the US military and the way US forces would
wage future wars changed dramatically (Toffler and Toffler 1995). Simulta-
neously, the research and development into modelling and simulation techniques
flourished in the commercial entertainment industries. The booming innovation
of commercial simulation technology did not go unnoticed by the US military,
and the vast and influential military-industrial complex transformed into the mili-
tary-entertainment complex. The reach of the military-entertainment complex is
beyond the technical realm of simulation technology. Co-developed films, televi-
sion series, toys, and various other entertainment products are direct outputs of
the complex (Hall 2003; Robb 2004).
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The representation and simulation of modern warfare in games demonstrate
that there is already a common understanding about digital war (Nieborg 2005).
Think of the many conventions in the FPS genre such as the fetishism of weap-
onry and the focus on combat (at close quarters). The US Army does not have to
make an expensive movie or produce their own television series; they are able to
directly tap into existing technological and socio-economical frameworks of the
military-entertainment complex, and above all the military masculinity of certain
parts of game culture. The Army can harness the collaborative nature of online
game communities and use them to their advantage: spreading the Army’s sym-
bolic capital (Van der Graaf and Nieborg 2003). Gamers are familiar or at least
not surprised by another Army game, since military advisers decorated the box
shots of commercial games for over a long time. Modern warfare, similar to the
Harry Potter or Lord of the Rings franchises for example, has become an intertextual
experiential commodity, and the need for simulations of war is omnipresent in
today’s youth popular culture. A global gaming culture, with its military origins
of interactive play, is entertained by games primarily based on conflict, eagerly
developed by young males for young males (Kline, Dyer-Witheford and De Peuter
2003).

Empower yourself ! Defend freedom

Short and simple, America’s Army is a form of propaganda. At least, following the
definition in the Department of Defense Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms in
which propaganda is defined as: ‘Any form of communication in support of na-
tional objectives designed to influence the opinions, emotions, attitudes, or beha-
vior of any group in order to benefit the sponsor, either directly or indirectly’
(Department of Defense 2004, 427). Propaganda is thus a message with a clear
intention, known in advance by its sender, meant to influence behavior. As stated,
America’s Army’s four dimensions make it a fairly unique game. Three of its four
dimensions show an interesting overlap, as propaganda, advertisement and edu-
cation have much in common. The multidimensional approach of the America’s
Army project leads to two coinciding ‘persuasive goals’ (Bogost 2007). The first
and most vivid is its recruiting agenda. The second rhetorical goal concerns the
game’s opaque ideology of war: ‘as a manifestation of the ideology that propels
the U.S. Army, the game encourages players to consider the logic of duty, honor,
and singular global political truth as a desirable worldview’ (Bogost 2007, 79).
While America’s Army is first and foremost a sophisticated marketing tool, it also
(literally) teaches gamers what it means, or at least should mean, to be a US sol-
dier.

America’s Army’s main design principle is to create a virtual replica of certain
aspects of life in the US Army, mainly those involving combat. As an important
institution in the American society, the US Army directly and indirectly represents
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the values of this society and its government. And as a copy of the US Army, the
game reflects US foreign policy. The loading screen of the game features the Sol-
dier’s Creed and before joining any online round, players get to see the creed tell-
ing them: ‘I am a Warrior and a member of a team. I serve the people of the
United States and live the Army Values,’ culminating in, ‘I stand ready to deploy,
engage, and destroy the enemies of the United States of America in close combat.
I am a guardian of freedom and the American way of life. I am an American
Soldier.’ It seems almost like a virtual contract. When the game is ready, the load-
ing screen disappears, and the player temporarily joins the virtual US Army.

Propaganda does not equal lying or deceiving. Far from it, the most effective
forms of propaganda are factually accurate for the greater part. It is the context of
a message which turns opinions and world views into information (Taylor 1998).
As with the above-mentioned Royal Dutch Army’s advertisement, America’s Army’s
rhetorical strategies actually accentuate modesty and responsibility and are based
on the US Army’s take on morality. Drawing on computer game theory, Løvlie
(2007) emphasizes three rhetorical strategies underlying America’s Army’s per-
suasive agenda: the strategy of identification, that of authenticity, and that of le-
gitimization (cf. Nieborg, 2005). Let’s consider these strategies more in depth.

One of the ways America’s Army aims to influence the attitudes of gamers is by
showing that the use of violence by the US Army is justified because freedom has
to be defended. In addition, players are taught that the US Army is a professional
organization, based on the US Army values – Loyalty, Duty, Respect, Selfless Ser-
vice, Honor, Integrity, and Personal Courage (LDRSHIP). To put these values into
context, America’s Army appropriates the format of the FPS genre and recontextua-
lizes common in-game player actions previously devoid of any political or ideolo-
gical connotation. For many gamers the sheer joy of playing tactical FPS games
comes from playing as a team. The US Army skilfully refurbishes conventional
player actions such as teamplaying by labeling them as value-laden expressions.
By offering an ‘authentic’ combat simulation, the Army provides a game space
where Army values become more explicit. A vivid example of this mechanism
comes from the first lecture during ‘medic training’, part of the single player
edugame dimension. Sitting behind a desk in a classroom, the player watches a
virtual drill sergeant boom:

In many cases, you will be risking your own life in a selfless way to provide
first-aid. You are doing what’s right, and showing personal courage, both phy-
sically and morally. By performing first aid, we are living up to the Army value
of honor, because saving a human life brings honor to yourselves and to the
United States Army.

In his critique of the many ‘myths of war’ Hedges argues: ‘The hijacking of lan-
guage is fundamental to war’ (2002, 34). Common in-game actions, such as nur-
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turing, self-sacrifice and acts of heroism, are assigned a new purpose in the game
by designating Army values to them, such as ‘loyalty’, ‘selfless-service’ and ‘per-
sonal courage’. America’s Army propagates the US Army ethos and through this,
the rationale and legitimation of US foreign policy.

An abrupt break with FPS design conventions is the change in point of view.
The game’s point of view is, by means of a software trick, limited to that of an
American soldier, setting the game apart from all other, that is commercial, FPS
games. Whereas you can choose to be a German, British, American or Russian
soldier in the multiplayer segments of almost every World War Two shooter out
there, you cannot play one of the ‘Opposing Forces’ in America’s Army. Just as news
reporters used ‘we’ and ‘us’ to bend the complex logic of war into the more
streamlined ideology of ‘good-versus-evil’ (Taylor 1998), ‘we’ and ‘us’ in America’s
Army always stands for the US Army. Make no mistake, in America’s Army you are
always ‘with us/US’. It is one of the oldest and most common propaganda tricks
in the book, limiting the point of view in order to vilify and obscure the enemy
(Toffler and Toffler 1995).

The acceptance of the role as an US soldier is never really questioned on the
game’s official forum, and debates asking for different roles – i.e. to play a terror-
ist – are virtually nonexistent. Many gamers are aware of the fact that they per-
form two roles – i.e. functioning as ‘double-bound warriors’. An American soldier
towards oneself and towards your team, you see your own hands holding an
American weapon. At the same time you are, in the eyes of your opponent, one of
the opposing forces. The ‘terrorist’ perspective from popular FPS games such as
Counter-Strike is lost to reinstate the only ‘right’ point of view.

In short, the game shows how the US Army fights and why. The ‘Why?’ ques-
tion is made explicit offline in the official 224-page America’s Army game manual
stating: ‘while tactical movement and communications are often essential to the
success of a mission, the US Army exists to defend freedom, and employing force
in combat is an important element of their job’ (Tran 2003, 36). In this case,
lethal force is justified as a legitimate state action: ‘The rules and definitions of
violent force are dangerously fluid and arbitrary. By mediating the definitions of
violence, nation states have the ability to shield their own uses of force from cen-
sure and, furthermore, to manipulate representations of their uses of force to
inspire citizens’ (Hall 2003, 27). In America’s Army the sole justification to use
lethal force is to empower oneself in order to defend freedom.

The role of strategic communication

The ongoing GWOT calls for more soldiers and thus more recruits. The second
Gulf War in particular has put heavy strains on the available manpower of the
Army. However, while America’s Army may be a legitimate branding tool and re-
cruiting aid within the US, being available worldwide conflicts with the games’
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recruitment goals. The FAQ section on the official website explains why someone
outside the US can play America’s Army for free: ‘We want the whole world to know
how great the US Army is’ (US Army 2007). Deliberately choosing to make the
game accessible for gamers worldwide challenges the original goal of recruit-
ment. Which other national army has the financial means to develop and distri-
bute a free high-tech PC game? Being a free, highly advanced, and frequently
updated game with the simulation of hard power, America’s Army becomes part of
the US’ soft power.

How then, as a form of sweet power, does America’s Army fit in the overall stra-
tegic media use of the US government? The developers do not explicitly frame the
game as a recruiting tool or an advergame, but as a ‘strategic communication
tool’ (Davis 2004). In this paragraph the concept of strategic communication as it
is used within the US military will be linked to America’s Army. Although the next
definition does not directly include America’s Army, or any other video game in
particular, it gives a valuable insight into the rationale of using strategic commu-
nication:

(...) strategic communication describes a variety of instruments used by gov-
ernments for generations to understand global attitudes and cultures, engage
in a dialogue of ideas between people and institutions, advise policymakers,
diplomats, and military leaders on the public opinion implications of policy
choices, and influence attitudes and behavior through communications strate-
gies (Defense Science Board 2004, 11).

The emphasis on influencing attitudes and behavior aligns strategic communica-
tion with propaganda. The renewed attention to the role of strategic communica-
tion within the US defense community is a direct result of the GWOT.

The US Government uses four instruments to deploy strategic communication:
public diplomacy, public affairs, international broadcasting services, and infor-
mation operations. Toffler and Toffler discuss the different levels of strategy ‘at
which the military propaganda game’, i.e. strategic communication, ‘is played’
(1995, 194). Information Operations, also known within the US military as Psy-
chological Operations (PSYOPS), are used at the tactical level of strategy through
radio transmissions, leaflets, or television broadcasts aimed at foreigners in order
to influence their behavior. In an advice to the former US Secretary of Defense
regarding ‘the creation and dissemination of all forms of information in support
of [PSYOPS] in time of military conflict’, the Defense Science Board discusses the
use of ‘other media types’ for PSYOPS:

A number of other media types, and means of dissemination, are also widely
popular. Video games are perhaps the most popular. They can be disseminated
by a number of techniques, ranging from diskettes to web downloads. Internet
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games allow a number of geographically dispersed players to participate in a
large, shared virtual space. (...) All are suitable for PSYOP in some situations
(2004, 43).

While currently America’s Army is not directly used on the battlefield as a tactical
PSYOPS tool, it just may become one in the future as public opinion will become
an increasingly important factor in ‘The Long Information War’ (Taylor 2008).

Two other components of strategic communication, public diplomacy and pub-
lic affairs, are two aspects of strategic communication which are more directly
related to the use of America’s Army. Public diplomacy is an interactive way to in-
form foreigners about US culture, values and policy (e.g. by offering scholarships,
official websites in various languages, and televised interviews with ambassadors
and military commanders). As discussed before, America’s Army explicitly commu-
nicates various values, policies and views on US (military) culture. By doing so,
America’s Army has become so much more than just a free downloadable game, it
forms part of the US public diplomacy effort. In times where the US’s interna-
tional public standing is in disarray, the success of America’s Army justifies the
expansion of the America’s Army brand into global popular culture. In its role as a
strategic communication tool, the game and its many spinoffs may turn out to be
the cheapest weapon in the US arsenal ever conceived. As with any weapon of
war, however, there is ‘collateral damage’. In this case it is the subsequent mili-
tarization of popular culture and the politization of game culture.

Conclusion

America’s Army goes beyond branding and marketing when it disseminates US
Army ideology and thus indirectly US foreign policy into a global popular culture.
By showing a global audience why and how the US Army fights, the game has
become an example of public diplomacy through the exchange of ‘ideas to build
lasting relationships and receptivity to a nation’s culture, values, and policies’
(Defense Science Board 2004, 12). It even may be classified as a psychological
operation, being a ‘military activity’ using selected information and indicators ‘to
influence the attitudes and behavior’ of ‘groups, and individuals in support of
military and national security objectives’ (ibid, 13). Media have become instru-
ments of war; an army may win a battle on the tactical level, but lose on the
strategic level, and thus lose the entire war by a lack of public support: ‘Wars that
lose their mythic stature for the public, such as Korea and Vietnam, are doomed
to failure, for war is exposed for what it is – organized murder’ (Hedges 2002,
21). In the wake of the ubiquitously criticized war in Iraq, America’s Army’s simple
slogans and cliché good-versus-evil dichotomy reifies the ‘myth of war’ as a his-
torical inevitable and justified state operation.
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In a similar vein Toffler and Toffler argue that future warfare ‘will take place on
the media battlefield’ (1995, 194). However, various news media are still wary of
direct Pentagon intrusion (Taylor 1998). In this light, games such as America’s
Army seem like highly suitable propaganda tools. In the end, rather than embed-
ding a camera crew or censoring Hollywood scripts, the highly sanitized view on
war in America’s Army is constructed by the US Army itself. America’s Army shows
non-US citizens that the US Army is a highly trained, professional force, willing to
fight against ‘those who oppose freedom’ and does so in an interactive dialogue
with gamers through both the game and its community. In addition, as a bypro-
duct of using the format of a technologically advanced free FPS game, America’s
Army adds to the US’ soft power as a strategic communication tool.

By employing a discourse of authenticity in its marketing efforts, the US Army
uses/misuses its institutional discursive power to market their game to a group of
gamers who have never experienced real combat – i.e. teens. From a skilfully de-
signed first-person viewpoint, a specific ideological perspective on the GWOT
reaches the hearts and minds of a global youth culture. Entertainment has always
been an indispensable element in the propagandist’s toolbox. For many, America’s
Army is a legitimate model of how to use soft power to win a war on ideas. The
Defense Science Board (2004) is clear about the role for the wider military-enter-
tainment complex; its many military contractors should be ordered to develop
even more vehicles, that is military games, for the dissemination of US soft
power. As such, the unrelenting success of America’s Army has serious implications
for thinking about the use of games for advertisement, education, and most of all,
state-produced propaganda.

Notes

1. For a critical discussion of the ideological implications of educational games, see the
chapter by Joost Raessens in this book.

2. See Nieborg (2005) for an overview and a detailed analysis of America’s Army’s four di-
mensions.

3. Hegemonic power is the interplay of sharp, sticky, and sweet power making: ‘Some-
thing as artificial and arbitrary, historically speaking, as the American world system
since World War II looks natural, desirable, inevitable and permanent. So, at least, we
hope’ (Mead 2004, 25).
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Formatted spaces of participation

Interactive television and the changing
relationship between production and
consumption

Eggo Müller

As has occurred before within the history of emerging media, the advent of digital
media and the World Wide Web generated two opposing discourses on the social
and cultural effects of the new media: one utopian and one dystopian. The more
prevalent utopian discourse proclaims the revolutionary transformation of mass
media into a truly democratic mediascape: one in which old and new media con-
verge; where users do not merely consume pre-fabricated media content pas-
sively, but themselves become interactive producers and distributors of media
content; and a location where creative ideas and knowledge are mutually shared
online by ordinary people: ‘[T]he interactive revolution (…) is about using power-
ful tools to create our own educational and entertainment experiences rather than
passively accepting that which is fed to us by so-called experts. It is about the
dissolution of boundaries and the translation of all thought into a common voca-
bulary. Binary code is the digital Esperanto that is leading concurrently to individ-
ual empowerment and worldwide unity’ (Pierce 1997, xvii).

This McLuhanian approach to New Media, though rather extreme in its word-
ing, remains characteristic of much contemporary theorizing about digital med-
ia’s ‘participatory culture’. The differences between ‘old’ and ‘new’ media are ex-
aggerated in order to praise digital technology’s ability to overcome modernity’s
separation between the realms of production and consumption, and thus to cre-
ate empowering forms of communication and cultural participation. Whereas in-
dustrial and economic discourses describe this process as the advent of the ‘pro-
sumer’ (Toffler 1980, 282ff.; Tapscott 1996, 62f.; Tapscott/Williams 2006, 124ff.),
the scholarly discourse declaims a ‘participatory turn in culture’ and ‘the blurring
of boundaries between the categories of production and consumption’ (Uricchio
2004, 139). Online networks such as Napster, Slashdot, or Wikipedia serve as the
chief witnesses of this ‘participatory turn’ in our media culture, in which the con-
sumer gains control over the production and distribution of media content.1
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In opposition to this approach and less prominent, the dystopian discourse on
the social and cultural effects of digital media focuses on corporate industry’s
ability to exploit the interactive potential of participatory cultures. As Mark Andre-
jevic (2003; 2004) points out in his seminal, neo-Marxist critique of interactive
reality television, digital media allow for a new economic format that redefines
interactivity and participation in terms of an enforced capitalist exploitation of
the interactive consumer:

[T]he contemporary deployment of interactivity exploits participation as a
form of labor. Consumers generate marketable commodities by submitting to
comprehensive monitoring. They are not so much participating, in the progres-
sive sense of collective self-determination, as they are working by submitting to
interactive monitoring. The advent of digital interactivity does not challenge
the social relations associated with capitalist rationalization, it reinforces
them and expands the scale on which they operate (Andrejevic 2003, 197, em-
phasis original).

Andrejevic’s critique aims at what I would call the naïve embrace of digital med-
ia’s interactive potential and the uncritical assumption that any form of interactiv-
ity gives consumers more control over media and allows for culturally more valu-
able forms of participation. According to Andrejevic, television shows such as Big
Brother and American Idol, or online video-sharing sites such as YouTube, are exam-
ples of how the corporate media industry invests in digital technologies to rede-
fine the relationship between the spheres of production and consumption: by
seducing the audience to contribute to a television show or website, new sources
of revenue are created; users pay fees to participate in a television show or to gain
access to encrypted live streaming; users contribute their own content without
monetary compensation; and whenever they do go online and interact, users pro-
duce data valuable for targeted marketing and mass customization.

Both perspectives, the utopian and the dystopian, address relevant dimensions
of the ongoing redefinition of the relationship between the realms of production
and consumption in the digital mediascape, but neither can sufficiently grasp the
current transformations. The opposition between these two perspectives seems to
reiterate the ‘annoying’ debate between cultural studies’ active audience approach
and the critical political economy of media in the 1980s (see Garnham 1995;
Grossberg 1995). While the utopian perspective highlights examples of participa-
tion that show exceptionally committed, often fan-based communities creating
their own virtual spaces in order to contribute to the production or distribution
of knowledge and culture, the dystopian perspective focuses on forums, in which
the well-established media industry adopts digital technologies in order to open
up new markets and to create even more sophisticated forms of consumer seduc-
tion and exploitation. While the utopian perspective draws on theories of the ac-
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tive audience and therefore tends to overestimate self-determined and subversive
cultural practices, the dystopian perspective refers to critical theory and political
economy and therefore tends to overestimate corporate industry’s power to deter-
mine cultural production and the circulation of meaning. While the utopian per-
spective discusses interactive reception and production of media content on the
level of micro politics, the dystopian perspective addresses institutional and eco-
nomic transformations on the macro level. In other words, there is actually no
debate between the two perspectives at all: in the course of their argument, both
perspectives draw on different examples, theories and approaches, and thus cre-
ate two different fields of study; however, at the same time, both generalize their
claims and findings as characteristic of the new participatory culture (in the
words of the utopian approach) or the new online economy (in the words of the
dystopian approach).

More current accounts, such as Henry Jenkins’s Convergence culture (2006), which
acknowledges the competing top-down and bottom-up powers defining digital
media’s participatory culture, do not manage to cover both perspectives.
Although Jenkins adequately states in the book’s introduction that ‘corporations
(…) still exert greater power than any individual consumer or even the aggregate
of consumers’ (2006, 3), in his analysis he focuses specifically on subversive and
resistant activities performed by dedicated fans. Simultaneously, in his analysis of
user participation in television shows and online communities, he downplays the
top-down powers that structure even fan-based participatory cultures. In contrast,
Andrejevic’s (2004) rather differentiated analysis of resistant cast behavior in the
Big Brother house and of related fan practices ultimately comes to the conclusion
that all of the cast’s and fans’ efforts to determine the outcome of the reality game
show, according to their own self-created rules, merely served the producers’ in-
terests.

Against the background of the reversed blind spots apparent in these two differ-
ent accounts of participatory media, I will discuss how three different examples of
participation television – America’s Most Wanted (Fox since 1988), Big Brother (CBS
since 2000), and YouTube (after its acquisition by Google in October 2006) –
institutionalize ‘spaces of participation’ and how participation becomes ‘for-
matted’ within these spaces. I call this process ‘formatting’ in reference to the
adaptation of internationally circulating television programs, in which the format
details how a program should be produced but at the same time allows producers
to adapt it to the local culture. The term thus indicates a characteristic tension
between the predefinition by conceptual structures and the redefinition by prac-
tices. In a similar manner, the concept of ‘institutionalization’ (Berger/Luckmann
1967) as ‘socially constructed templates for actions, generated and maintained
through ongoing interactions’ (Barsley/Tolbert 1997, 94) helps to analyze the re-
lation between the interface, as offered by a television program or website, and
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the routinized forms of user interaction. In the following, the term ‘interaction’
refers to actual, physical acts of interaction between a television program’s or
website’s interface and users, whereas the term ‘participation’ will be used as a
concept to address the social, political and cultural characteristics of what I call
‘spaces of participation’.

I suggest a spatial metaphor to indicate that television programs or website
interfaces form the frameworks within which users who access and ‘inhabit’
such a space perform their actions. Unlike ethnographic practice theory, which
focuses on the observation of ‘publicly accessible practices’ (Swidler 2001, 76), I
do not think that practices as such are the starting point for an individual’s ac-
tions within real or virtual spaces. Rather, practices are structured by pre-existing
socially and ideologically defined spaces within which actions are performed.
These actions may negotiate and transform the very conventions and limits of a
given, in this case mediated, space; however, the social power to construct such
spaces and to define the frameworks for action is not shared equally within a
society. Particularly in the realm of media, the power to create frameworks of
communication is not distributed democratically, but instead is controlled by a
multinational industry, and in this regard digital media are no exception (see also
Resnick 1998). The crucial question remains how various powers structure such
spaces of cultural participation, because the interconnected question about
whether digital forms of interaction allow for more self-determined forms of par-
ticipation will be determined in this manner.

Against this background, a comparative historical approach to different frame-
works and spaces of participation is useful: it helps to avoid naive accounts that
proclaim new forms of participation to be radically different when they are actu-
ally linked, to a much greater extent than the utopian perspective acknowledges,
to traditional forms of culture and cultural conventions.

Aktenzeichen XY: participation as ‘nation watching’

Television shows that invite members of the audience to participate in a program
are not a new phenomenon in the history of television. Prior to the advent of
digital media, there were very few shows that initiated audience interaction by
implying the possibility for viewers’ participation in the show while they were
simultaneously watching at home. One of the earliest examples of participatory
television shows was the West-German reality crime show, Aktenzeichen XY… unge-
löst (ZDF, beginning in 1967), which became the prototype for America’s Most
Wanted (Fox, beginning in 1988) and can, therefore, be seen as a key forerunner
for a certain brand of reality programming (see also Jermyn 2007; Pinseler 2007;
Müller 2009). Aktenzeichen XY transformed the television studio into a stylized po-
lice department, presented reconstructions of real criminal cases as short filmic
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narratives, solicited the audience to call in live and thus to help in solving the
cases.

This show’s distinctive combination of dramaturgic elements made the pro-
gram an immediate and long-lasting international success. In the US, as in many
European countries, the program has been especially criticized for its power to
address the national audience as police informers (see also Cavender 2004; Jer-
myn 2007). As the German psychoanalyst Claus-Dieter Rath (1985) commented
furiously in an essay entitled The invisible network, this program is ‘a perverse reali-
zation of Brecht’s theory of radio, which called for the distribution system of
radio to be turned into a communications apparatus in which everyone is in-
volved. (…) The TV-citizen becomes a member of the police, the restorer of “law
and order”, the eye of the law. The state and the police force merge into the
audience, into a community around the broadcast, made up of the invisible elec-
tronic network between isolated homes and dwellings which (…) serves to arrest
the errant and the deviant. Thus the social arena functions as a hunting ground,
the living room as a hunter’s hide’ (1985, 200).

This critique could be translated into the more optimistic language of the uto-
pian approach to participatory media, which focuses on the ‘blurring of bound-
aries’ while neglecting questions of power: The ‘hybrid combination’ of television
and telephony breaks down modernity’s separation of public and private, of citi-
zens and state authorities, of information and entertainment. It turns the pas-
sively consuming mass audience of traditional television programming into active
users of the interactive possibilities of a multimedia environment that allows the
‘collaborative intelligence’ of broadcasters, the police and the audience to fight
crime and make the world a safer place. This patently unreasonable translation
of Rath’s dystopian account misses the central question about power relations,
which are implied in the program’s specific setup and structure the interaction of
the participating parties. Aktenzeichen XY and its international adaptations define a
very narrow ideological space of participation: not only does this show allow for a
very limited range and depth of interaction2; the broadcaster, in collaboration
with the police, remains in control of the production of the television text, while
the show forces the interacting audience to subscribe to the ideological position
of the program, as defined by the conservative call for law and order.

This might explain the polarizing effect characteristic of this and subsequent
forms of television programming that drew on actual audience participation:
whereas the ‘passive’ viewer has the freedom to negotiate or resist the ideology of
a program (as described in active audience theory), the interactive participant ne-
cessarily affirms the program’s ideological stance: the interactive viewer engages
in this televisual form of nationwide ‘neighborhood watching’. Aktenzeichen XY and
its international adaptations provoked two different, if not quite opposite, reac-
tions: one can be described as the affirmation of citizenship, in a conservative
sense, by those who were willing to interact and forward information to state
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authorities via television and telephone; the other, as embodied in a flood of cri-
tical commentaries and parodies, can be described as a progressive form of citi-
zenship that questions the legitimacy of the collaboration between state author-
ities and public television in a civil society. Though one could argue that, for most
viewers, the participatory potential of the program remains only virtual, the criti-
cal reception of the program teaches us to not only examine the technological
interface of digitally enhanced forms of television and participatory websites, but
also to critically analyze how their dramaturgical and ideological setups structure
actual forms of interaction in any specific ‘space of participation’.

Big Brother: participation in a cross-media spectacle

Although Aktenzeichen XY and its international adaptations made use of a hybrid
media ensemble, they remain examples of how television structured the relation-
ship between the spheres of production and consumption as developed by broad-
cast media in the 20th century: the range and depth of possible interactions were
limited and ideologically defined. However, at the end of the ‘century of broad-
casting’, another highly controversial television program redefined the genre of
reality programming. For the first time in television history, the Dutch reality for-
mat Big Brother systematically employed a hybrid combination of television, tele-
phony and the internet to create enhanced forms of audience participation. In
addition to a daily episode, this cross-media spectacle made unedited live stream-
ing from cameras in the house accessible, which covered the life of the cast 24
hours a day. In addition to this, Big Brother invited the audience to discuss the cast
and the events on the program’s official website and (in its original version as
broadcast in 1999/20003) to decide every other week which of the two nominated
cast members should be expelled from the house. Any viewer with access to a
phone or a networked computer could literally make his or her choice between
the two options every other week, and it is well documented that many viewers did
so and further attempted to define the program’s development by communicating
their vote.

While the ‘traditional’ audience used the old media, television and telephone,
as a means for communication, a more media-savvy group of users began watch-
ing Big Brother on the Internet and employed this medium as a communicative
space, which allowed for alternate means of relating to the development of the
program and its reception (see also Mathijs/Jones 2004). Online, fans commented
on contestants, speculated about future developments in the house or about the
outcomes of nominations and votes, formed fan groups supporting individual
contestants, and advised producers about possibilities for further development of
the program. For this group of active fans, differences between the edited sixty-
minute episodes on television and the live streaming on the Internet became cru-
cial, as the live feed allowed this audience to watch life in the house indepen-
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dently of the producers’ choices, and thus to accumulate knowledge and generate
interpretations that were uninfluenced by the edited and dramatized narratives
that were broadcast on television. According to comments by online fans, these
edited episodes misrepresented the events in the house in order to manipulate the
television audience’s decisions and bring them into accordance with the produ-
cers’ economic calculations (see Andrejevic 2004, 117-141; Tincknell/Raghuram
2004; Wilson 2004). The online fans’ critique raised two crucial questions: who
actually exercised editorial control over the program, and whether the range and
depth of Big Brother’s interactivity were as meaningful as the producer’s promotion
for the program had claimed. As a cross-media platform, Big Brother created an
enhanced, but at the same time still restricted, ‘space of participation’.

In his neo-Marxist approach to reality television, Mark Andrejevic (2004) sug-
gested that the space of participation, as created by Big Brother, can be described
as ‘a commodified example of procedural authorship: the producers craft the set
of rules whereby cast members (and sometimes audiences) shape the show’
(2004, 49). Compared to Aktenzeichen XY, this form of procedural authorship does
allow for more complex contributions by the audience, particularly on the inter-
net. Nevertheless, possible moments and the dramaturgical depth of potential
contributions by the audience are still limited. Beyond that, the range of participa-
tion is formatted by the program’s setup and is structured by the program’s ideol-
ogy. Therefore, Andrejevic in his analysis claims that ‘the result has not been a
transfer of power and control from the power elites of Hollywood to the masses,
but rather a shift in the burden of labor from paid actors and writers to the view-
ers, from whose rank the cast is drawn and whose free labor of fan sites helps add
value and interest in often lackluster performances’ (2004, 89).

Andrejevic points to a problem that is characteristic of the intermediate step
located between a merely consuming audience and the evolution of interactive
users in the realm of digitally networked media: whenever the audience stops
simply watching and consuming, whenever viewers start to interact with and con-
tribute to a program or to a program’s ‘overflow’ (Brooker 2001) on the Internet,
whenever users share their views or content online, they perform unpaid labor
and submit to extensive monitoring. This generates a surplus value that only the
producers can control and exploit. Arguing within the tradition of critical theory
and political economy, Andrejevic tends to equate any act of interaction in the
cross-media space of participation with the economic rationale of the industry;
however, his critical analysis of reality television highlights aspects of the new
media economy that many of the utopian approaches neglect or downplay. In a
more comprehensive approach, one could address this as the ‘condition of parti-
cipation’. On the one hand, active users do perform unpaid labor and produce
exploitable data. At the same time, members of the Big Brother audience become
active contributors to the program, and some of them do move, as fans, critical
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commentators and creative contributors on the Internet, beyond the limits of the
space of participation as formatted by the producers.

YouTube: Participation in a digital bazaar

Compared with Aktenzeichen XY and Big Brother, which represent two different types
of producer-formatted participation, video-sharing sites such as YouTube, Google
Video or Revver create a completely different space of participation, one in which
users maintain more control over the space. These sites allow users to upload and
distribute any video file that does not show adult or offensive content, or violates
copyrights. As Wired magazine has commented, ‘any amateur can record a clip’
and can, by following the six easy steps as recommend by Wired, ‘look like a pro’
(Feely 2006). Generally speaking, any one who owns the technological means to
record and upload a video film can share his or her self-made clips online. The
rapid increase in the number of video clips uploaded to and watched on YouTube,
by far the most popular of all online video-sharing sites,4 appears to prove the
claim that the ease of access to digital means of production and distribution dis-
rupts the traditional regimes of television production and distribution. This sub-
stantiates the aforementioned statements, which have indicated that the bound-
aries between the spaces of production and consumption are becoming
increasingly blurred (e.g. Uricchio 2004; Anderson 2006; Jenkins 2006).

Nevertheless, video-sharing sites remain something distinctly unlike utopian
spaces of communication that are free of any technological, legal, economic or
cultural constraints. The first restrictions are posed by ‘protocols’ (Galloway/
Thacker 2007, 28ff.) and copyright regulations such as the Terms of Use and End-
User License Agreement. In addition, Google’s 1.85 billion dollar acquisition of You-
Tube in October 2006, and the subsequent adjustments to the site, demonstrate
the new online economy has identified video-sharing sites such as YouTube as
important markets for customized advertising. The corporate media industry has
begun to incorporate and redefine the ‘cooperative non-market production of in-
formation and culture’ (Benkler 2006, 2). In sheer economic terms, video-sharing
sites are not completely different from traditional systems of commercial broad-
casting. As Dallas Smythe (1977) has expressed: commercial broadcast television
is in the business of producing audiences for advertisers. Video-sharing sites offer
not only content that attracts peers, because many clips are produced by peers, it
also provides the advertisers with data that reveal any individual user’s online
activities, his or her cultural preferences, and the communities in which he or
she participates. Therefore, online video-sharing sites may perform the economic
function of television in the future, even more effectively than commercial televi-
sion has in the past.

Beyond this still-developing economic framework, the interfaces of video-shar-
ing sites and the routinized forms for accessing and using these sites have cultur-
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ally transformed them into highly structured spaces of interaction and participa-
tion. In an attempt to characterize online video-sharing sites, José van Dijck
(2007) suggests that their institutional form can be characterized as ‘homecast-
ing’, in contrast to broadcasting and narrowcasting, and that the cultural form of
user-generated videos clips can best be understood as ‘snippets’: ‘prerecorded,
rerecorded, tinkered, and self-produced audiovisual content’ that is not finished
like a traditional broadcast television program, but invites users to appropriate,
tinker with and respond to it. This characterization of ‘homecasting’ and the
‘snippet’ highlights the differences between traditional television and online vi-
deo-sharing sites. However, in terms of institutionalization and cultural forms,
there are also many similarities between these two types of audiovisual content
with regard to production, distribution and reception.

As a matter of fact, the traffic on YouTube demonstrates that the number of
users and downloaded clips far outnumbers the quantity of individual contribu-
tors and uploaded clips. Figures as published in July 2006 might still be indicative
of the ratio between incidental ‘producers’ and sheer ‘consumers’ of content on
YouTube: whereas 65,000 clips were uploaded per day, a total of 100 million clips
were watched, which represents a ratio of 1:1,538.5 In other words, most YouTu-
bers do not employ YouTube as a means for publishing and distributing their
clips, but rather view it like traditional television, as ‘consumers’ of a ‘tube of
plenty’ (Barnouw 1990).

At the same time, there are an extraordinary number of users who do contrib-
ute video clips to YouTube. Prior to uploading clips, users have to create an ac-
count where they can then post their videos. This account becomes visible as an
identifiable ‘channel’ to which other users can subscribe. Even those who do not
upload their own clips can still create a channel by choosing clips already avail-
able on YouTube. Thus, as in traditional broadcast television, the concept of
‘channels’ structures the way clips are distributed online, and many users actually
try to brand their channel to attract a larger audience.

When uploading a video, the user is required to create a title and a description
for the clip, enter keywords, and choose one category from a list of fourteen to
characterize the clip’s genre, such as ‘education’, ‘how to & style’, or ‘people and
blogs’. Although the sheer number of videos available on YouTube functionally
prevents the exhaustive categorization of the content, handbooks such as YouTube
4 You (Miller 2007) and YouTube for Dummies (Botello/Sahlin 2007) reflect routi-
nized methods for accessing and using YouTube. Miller differentiates between
nine prototypes of users, namely the ‘recorder/sharer’, the ‘historian/enthusiast’,
the ‘home movie maker’, the ‘video blogger’, the ‘instructor’, the ‘reporter’, the
‘performer’, the ‘aspiring film director’ and the ‘online business’ (2007, 76-86).
Both the genre categories, as defined on YouTube, and the types of users, as
described by Miller, indicate that tinkering with the ‘snippets’ of other contribu-
tors is actually not the first and foremost practice performed on YouTube.
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Though it is true that there are many examples where the content of other users is
reused and tinkered with, these still form the exception rather than the rule,
which is that clips on YouTube, even if not well structured in terms of drama-
turgy, are primarily meant to be watched. The interface offers no indication as to
how often a clip has been reused, but instead how often it has been watched, and
how it has been rated. As in any other mass medium, an implicit imperative of
YouTube is to create so-called ‘viral videos’, which will themselves be embedded
in many channels, blogs and websites, and thus will be watched by a larger audi-
ence.6 Handbooks include sections such as: ‘What makes a great YouTube vi-
deo?’, ‘Sell product placement in your videos’, or ‘How to increase your YouTube
ratings – and your potential profits’ (Miller 2007, 87, 166, 172). Again, these re-
main approaches that are characteristic of commercial broadcast television and
function to structure YouTube’s space of participation according to its rationale.

However, as Van Dijck correctly points out, YouTube’s interface in general, and
many clips in particular, ask users to respond to the clips. The interface specifi-
cally invites users to post comments on clips; further, users can respond to the
comments themselves, or users can post another video in response to a clip. As
compared to traditional broadcast television, in which only a few formatted mo-
ments existed in specific programs when members of the audience can literally
respond, a dialogic structure is characteristic of online video-sharing sites, which
links YouTube to traditions of oral cultures. There is a huge diversity of the types
of comments on YouTube: some commentators express that they share experi-
ences or tastes; some tutor the maker of a clip and give tips on how to improve
the quality; others articulate what a viewer of a regular television show might
shout at his set when watching a program at home; some try to create attention
for their own clips on YouTube; and there are myriad other responses. Character-
istic of most such comments is their use of everyday language, as if users were
just chatting in an informal context. On YouTube and other video-sharing sites,
this appears to be the cultural norm, the routinized practice. Again, although
different from broadcast television, YouTube and other video-sharing sites gener-
ate their own (as far as the interface is concerned) explicit and (as far as recurrent
practices are concerned) implicit rules and conventions, which format the space
of participation YouTube offers.

Both the framework and the rules and conventions that define this space of
participation have to be analyzed in much more detail. My point here is that vi-
deo-sharing sites are formatted by a cultural framework that defines a video-shar-
ing site’s space of participation. This framework is partly generated by the web-
site’s interface and partly by the users’ recurrently performed and thus ‘highly
institutionalized actions’ (Zucker 1977, 727). Regarding YouTube, concepts that
are characteristic of broadcast television and conventions that are characteristic of
oral cultures combine to format the space of participation. On the one hand,
these concepts reveal the difference between producers and consumers, the con-
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struction of channels, the notion of genres as a framework for production and
reception, the worship of high ratings and their implicit commercial potential.
On the other hand, these conventions form the dialogic structure and traditions
of oral culture define this space. This is, although video-sharing sites allow for far
more diverse forms of participation than the examples of interactive television
programs analyzed in sections one and two, even video-sharing sites structure
possible acts of participation, and they do so by drawing on well established con-
ventions that then may become transformed and redefined.

A user who decides to upload clips to a video-sharing site subscribes to partici-
pating in what could best be described as a ‘bazaar’,7 in which television is rede-
fined as part of an amateur culture. This non-professional approach to television
draws on dialogic structures and oral traditions, but at the same time is geared to
its professional and commercial form, which formats this specific space of parti-
cipation. Although YouTube and other video-sharing sites differ from broadcast
television; broadcast television and online video-sharing sites do not embody dia-
metrically opposed concepts, but different institutionalizations of television on a
spectrum of cultural forms of television that mutually define each other.8 There-
fore, one should not underestimate broadcast television’s power to shape what I
call the participatory space of video-sharing sites.

Formatted spaces of participation

In the past decade, it appears as though we have witnessed what Bruno Felix and
Femke Wolting titled The end of television as we know it (2000), in their documentary
on the emerging online economy. Television ‘as we know it’ will remain powerful
in shaping participatory practices on cross-media and digital platforms. As Henry
Jenkins in Convergence culture has correctly argued, we have to consider ‘ever more
complex relations between top-down corporate media and bottom-up participa-
tory culture’ (2006, 243). However, I doubt that his romanticizing vision of top-
down vs. bottom-up forces provides an adequate account of the economic, social,
and cultural processes that are shaping and reshaping the relationship between
the spheres of television production and consumption. The romantic metaphor of
‘top-down versus bottom-up’, very much like the opposition between the utopian
and the dystopian account of digital media as discussed at the beginning, evokes
a morally tinted opposition that characterizes non-professional and non-commer-
cial media practices by definition as authentic, democratic and empowering,
whereas professional and commercial media practices are marked as repressive
and manipulative. As I have demonstrated in my historically comparative account
of three different forms of interactive television and video-sharing sites, any of
these forms creates institutionally and culturally structured spaces of participa-
tion. These are not merely imposed upon users by the industrially created inter-
faces. Particularly in cross-media and in digital setups, such as Big Brother and
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YouTube, these spaces are co-created and shaped by the recurrent and thus routi-
nized practices of users. Instead of simply praising the ‘blurring of boundaries’
between the spheres of production and consumption, the concept of ‘formatted
spaces of participation’ allows for a more differentiated and adequate analysis of
the technological, economic, social and cultural powers and conventions that
structure the diverse participatory practices which these spaces allow for and also
provoke. In this emerging field of research into interactive television, online vi-
deo-sharing and participatory culture, the concept of ‘formatted spaces of partici-
pation’ helps to move beyond the technologically defined range and depth of in-
teractivity. It asks us to critically address the routinized practices within these
spaces that make these spaces into individualized institutions with their own spe-
cific, cultural conventions and ideologies.

Notes

1. In discourses on media and citizenship (e.g. Couldry, Livingstone and Markham 2007),
cultural policy (e.g. Blokland 1997), and traditional art (e.g. Arns 2004), the word ‘par-
ticipation’ refers to acts of engaging in culture and art by actively receiving culture, i.e.
reading, attending performances, visiting exhibitions, etc. However, the meaning of the
word ‘participation’ has changed: people characteristically ‘participate’ not only
through active reception of culture and art but also, and primarily, through the active
contribution of content to the culture in which they engage. See, for example, Ebare
(2004) or Jenkins (2006; 2007).

2. I employ here Jenssen’s (1999) theoretical approach to interactive television, in which
he favors a quantitative model of interactivity that allows for distinctions between dif-
ferent levels of interaction, which are allowed within a medium or application.

3. The rules for the format vary from season to season, not only to keep the format fresh
and attractive for the audience, but also to redesign the possible forms of audience
interaction. Generally speaking, the show’s producers increasingly attempt to control
the ‘space of participation’, which was much less restricted in the first season.

4. YouTube itself does not reveal exact data; however, data published by ComScore Media
Matrix, for September 2007, demonstrate the consistent popularity of YouTube as one
of the top ten overall websites: 75% of all internet users in the US watch streaming
video online, 27.6% of all users log on to YouTube. As ComSocre Media Matrix reports,
‘nearly 70 million people viewed more than 2.5 billion videos on YouTube.com. Online
viewers watched an average of slightly more than three hours of online video during the
month (181 minutes). The average online video duration was 2.7 minutes. The average
online video viewer consumed 68 videos, or more than two per day’ (http://www.com-
score.com/press/release.asp?press=1929; April 2, 2008). Stelter (2008) reports more
than 3.4 billion video downloads in February 2008.

5. USA Today, July 16, 2006 (http://www.usatoday.com/tech/news/2006-07-16-youtube-
views_x.htm; April 2, 2008).

6. Success stories, like Apple buying and remaking 17-year-old British college student
Nick Haley’s self-made commercial for the iPod Touch (Elliot 2007), not only demon-
strate that YouTube functions as a space where professional and amateur cultures meet,
but also that acknowledgment by many viewers and professionals is an implicit objec-
tive on YouTube.
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7. The metaphor ‘bazaar’ employed by Raymond (1999) for open source software develop-
ment might serve as a metaphor for online video-sharing sites (as opposed to the ‘ca-
thedral’ of broadcast TV), if one takes into account that a bazaar, although accessible to
anyone who can walk, is an institutionally and culturally highly structured space where
people not only meet to sell and buy, but additionally where there are different roles,
hierarchical structures, and conventions of conduct, all of which remain more or less
impregnated by the economic rationale of a bazaar.

8. Roepke (2006) shows that the boundaries between home moviemaking, amateur film-
making and the professional film world have remained blurred ever since.
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Digital objects in e-learning
environments

The case of WebCT

Erna Kotkamp

Higher education in the 21st century is challenged by changes, many of them
instigated by the promising potential of new technologies in teaching, especially
the Internet and web-based tools. These web-based tools are often clustered in
so-called e-learning environments, or Learning Management Systems, that aim to
support and even improve learning. In these environments different components
and tools like bulletin boards and online syllabi are put together into one applica-
tion, usually set up so that these tools can be used in separate courses. Well-
known and heavily used environments in higher education are WebCT, Black-
board, Moodle, FirstClass, N@tschool and Claroline. In higher education these
environments are put to use in different ways, extending from supporting face-
to-face teaching with an additional online component, to supporting full online
courses where all learning activities take place within the e-learning environment
(Kotkamp et al. 2005).

E-learning or web-based learning is heralded by some for being able to serve
an important pedagogical function, especially supporting teaching and learning
from a social-constructivist perspective (Littlejohn 2003; Jochems et al. 2004;
Downes 2006). The rise of these environments is even considered by some to be
the reason for the increase in popularity of a social-constructivist philosophy in
debates on learning theories (Anderson and Garrison 2006). However, when
looking at the actual use of these integrated e-learning environments, the most
important function they seem to serve is an administrative one. Christaan Dal-
gaard argues that especially when teaching from a social-constructivist perspec-
tive, large, integrated e-learning environments can only play a minor role (Dal-
gaard 2006).

In this article I want to look at those aspects of social constructivism that are
significant in this discussion on the pedagogical potential of e-learning environ-
ments. I will analyze and show how this potential is not yet being fulfilled, by
using WebCT as a case in point. In the last part I will move on to various technical
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and design aspects of e-learning environments that might account for some of
the observed discrepancies between the aim to design for a social-constructivist
learning process and the actual outcome.

Social-constructivist philosophy

Much has been written about social constructivism and its meaning for learning
processes. Ideas like collaborative learning, student-centered learning, self-gov-
erned learning, authentic learning, and peer review are associated with the dis-
cussion on social constructivism and e-learning. Many of these ideas can be
traced back to the work of educational reformist John Dewey at the beginning of
the 20th century. A central element of his work is the idea that learning will be
improved by reflection. Reflective thought for Dewey meant ‘active, persistent,
and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the
light of the grounds that support it and the further conclusion to which it tends’
(Dewey 1910, 6). Learning is not so much a process of transmitting information,
but a process of recreation and giving meaning (Dewey 1938).

Hence, learning is considered a constructive process that will turn out different
for every learner. This is related to the importance Dewey assigns to previous
experience and prior knowledge. According to Dewey, ‘all genuine education
comes about through experience’ (Dewey 1938, 13). In a classroom setting this
means that the experience of a learner has to be incorporated in the teaching to
improve the learning process. Dewey proposed a theory of experience, consisting
of two principles: continuity and interaction. Continuity pertains to the impor-
tance of past experiences for a person’s future, and to the need for continuous
embedding in the learning experience. Interaction pertains to the influence of the
context and the situation in which these experiences occur. It becomes the re-
sponsibility of the teacher to create space for the incorporation of continuity and
interaction (Dewey 1938).

Dewey’s theory of experience is still relevant today, as it provides the basis of
the concept of authentic learning. Within authentic learning it is considered of
great importance that learners link what they are learning to a context where this
newly acquired knowledge actually has a function (Volman 2006). Learning has to
reflect actual practice and meaning, and this can only be accomplished by includ-
ing experience and adhering to the two principles of continuity and interaction.

Related to this notion of experience is the acknowledgment of power relations
at work in knowledge production and teaching processes. Knowledge is not ob-
jectively ‘discovered’ but created in a power-charged social relation (Haraway
1988; Freire 1970/1996). Although not explicitly mentioned in Dewey’s work, this
principle is implicated in the social values and norms by which experiences are
shaped and knowledge is constructed. Taking these power relations into account
and including them in a learning experience enables reflection on the relation
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between teacher and student. A teacher is seen as an expert in her field but should
also function as a coach of the learning process. The teacher should be pedagogi-
cally competent at both tasks (Garrison and Anderson 2006, 4). This also implies
that, in some regards, the relation between teacher and student should be hori-
zontal: a teacher can learn from a student, too. This becomes especially important
when new media are being used in teaching and learning. In a traditional higher
education setting, students are often more competent than their teachers in deal-
ing with new media, and teachers could learn this from their students (Holm
Sørensen 2006).

Another important element of Dewey’s theory is the idea that thinking should
be considered as ‘a state of perplexity, hesitation, doubt’ (Dewey 1910, 9). Accord-
ing to this principle, effective learning should be troublesome, should involve a
phase of uncertainty and disturbance. Learning is not a stable process that starts
and ends with clarity and security. According to Dewey and others after him, a
certain amount of insecurity and chaos is crucial for an effective learning process.

The social aspect of social-constructivist thinking is also reflected in Dewey’s
work. He once stated, ‘I believe that the individual who is to be educated is a
social individual and that society is an organic union of individuals’ (Dworkin
1959, 22). From this follows the current notion of the importance of collaborative
learning. This can take many forms and can serve different goals. A small ex-
plorative study amongst higher education teachers I conducted at different facul-
ties revealed that many teachers valued collaborative learning, but that they did so
for different reasons. Some teachers saw it as an extra skill to be learned, a goal in
itself; other teachers saw it as an inherent part of the knowledge construction
process, by which students can learn from each other’s knowledge and experi-
ence. The latter concurs with social-constructivist learning: in collaboration dif-
ferent experiences and social contexts can be combined to achieve a richer learn-
ing experience.

From these principles of a social-constructivist pedagogy, we can derive some
requirements for an e-learning environment. It should cater to the complexity of
learning processes and their contents, and it should create room for a diversity of
learners and their prior experience and knowledge. This notion of diversity implies
that interactivity occurs not only between learners and content, but also among the
learners. All in all, this calls for an environment that is in itself dynamic, but also
capable of facilitating dynamic and complex learning processes in which insecurity
and doubt can have a place.

The case of WebCT

In the following section I will measure these notions of complexity, diversity, inter-
activity and dynamics against a concrete e-learning environment, WebCT, as it
claims to accommodate these principles.
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WebCT, one of the first large e-learning environments, came right out of a
higher education teaching practice around 1995, instigated by computer-science
instructor Murrey Goldberg at the University of British Columbia. Goldberg was a
firm supporter of the idea that education would benefit from using online tools.
In his opinion the greatest advantage and added value of such tools was commu-
nication independent of place and time. The possibility of asynchronous commu-
nication was thus at the heart of the first prototypes. As he stated, ‘In the studies
we have done, it is the communication tools that have the greatest impact on the
educational experience, not the on-line content’ (Goldberg 2000a). Though Gold-
berg did not elaborate on how these communication tools and the communica-
tion itself could influence the learning experience, we may assume that his em-
phasis on communication implies acknowledgment of interactivity, collaborative
learning, and social context as beneficial for education.

Moreover, Goldberg developed the environment together with his students, as
a learning experience for them but also in order to incorporate their ideas. In
doing so, he in fact put into practice the idea that students are a source of knowl-
edge themselves. As a teacher Goldberg opened himself to learning from his stu-
dents, thereby establishing a more horizontal relation between teacher and stu-
dents. Goldberg also pointed at the added value of self-reflection by the teacher:
‘It requires you to reevaluate both the content you are teaching and the way in
which you teach’ (Goldberg 2000b). This implies that Goldberg saw teaching as
a dynamic process that needs constant evaluation and adjustment.

By the end of the 1990s, WebCT became a commercial company. The e-learn-
ing environment gained popularity with the increase of web-based teaching in
general. It was one of the few large integrated environments available, and its
multitude of possibilities attracted many universities.1 However, this multitude of
possibilities was also at the core of the criticism that the product was difficult to
use. WebCT company claimed that this was mostly due to the flexibility and the
number of features. According to WebCT, other e-learning environments, such as
Blackboard, were simpler as they only presented a single way of organizing
course material. WebCT presented itself as a genuine attempt to offer more op-
tions, by which individual instructors could have more freedom to design the
course environment. WebCT’s vision claimed ‘to support a broad range of peda-
gogical and learning styles’.2

Hence, WebCT was not intended to be used as just a repository for the course
material, but should function as an environment where collaboration and interac-
tion can play a crucial role in the e-learning experience, and where the environ-
ment itself can influence the learning process in a constructive manner. However,
when scrutinizing the functionalities in WebCT, there seems to be a discrepancy
between the underlying pedagogical views and the technological modeling of the
environment.
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Take for example the so-called roles available in WebCT: what functionalities
and possibilities are implied in these roles, and what implications does this entail
for the teaching process? WebCT Vista 3.0 offers role types that have been defined
by the IMS Global Learning Consortium and are indicated in Table 1 (WebCT
2004).

Administrators Manage settings, enrolment, files and templates

Help Desk User Receives a subset of administrator permissions

Designers Build courses or templates

Instructors Deliver courses and assign grades

Teaching assistants Assist instructors in delivering course and grading

Students Take courses and receive a final grade

Auditors Take courses but do not receive a final grade

Table 1: Roles in WebCT Vista 3.0

These different role types function in what WebCT calls different learning con-
texts (ibid.) (Table 2).

Learning Context Includes These Role Types Role Name for Your Installation

Server administrator Server Administrator

Domain administrator

designer

Domain Administrator

Domain Designer

Institution administrator

help desk

designer

Institution Administrator

Institution Help Desk User Institution Designer

Group administrator

help desk

designer

Group Administrator

Group Help Desk User

Group Designer

Course designer

instructor

Course Designer

Course Instructor

Section designer

instructor

teaching assistant

student

auditor

Section Designer

Section Instructor

Section Teaching Assistant

Section Student

Section Auditor

Table 2: Learning contexts in WebCT Vista 3.0

All of these roles have different forms of access to different tools and possibilities
within their Learning Context. Traditional courses in this learning context are
placed on the level of a Section. This is due to WebCT’s decision that ‘learner
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roles exist only within sections and get the student version of whatever the de-
signers have designed for the section plus some of their own personal tools, like
My Progress or My Grades’ (ibid.).

This means learners in the Student role receive access only on the level of a
section, and in a course-centered teaching setting this also applies to the roles of
Instructor and Designer. The Designer is the role that can actually ‘design’ the
course and the learning process: manage online content and determine which
tools can be accessed by the other roles of Instructor, Teaching Assistant, Student
and Auditor. It is the only role that can create assignments, assessments, we-
blinks and can upload files in a generally accessible area within the section. Re-
markably, a Designer cannot interact with Students; this role has no access to the
mail tool or the discussion forum. The Instructor does have that kind of access,
but this role cannot remove or add tools, though it can edit some of the settings
of the tools. The Student can only view the course material but cannot add or alter
content. This role only grants access to assignments and assessments to hand
them in, and allows for participation in the discussion forum and chat. Only the
main Instructor can enroll users into roles. It is possible to combine the role of
Instructor and Designer but not the role of Instructor and Student, nor Designer
and Student. Functions cannot be separated from the roles; as Administrator it is
not possible to assign specific functionalities to a role.

From the perspective of the aforementioned social-constructivist principles, this
strict division into roles and attached functionalities is problematic. Though the
roles of Instructor and Designer may be combined, a teacher who is seen as a
guide and coach in a flexible learning process should have the ability to alter the
design of the course throughout the course to ensure this flexibility. More impor-
tantly, the Student role is limited to only viewing what the Instructor or Designer
has created. This is in sharp contrast to the different pedagogical visions WebCT
claims to support. How can you embed previous knowledge and experience into
the current learning process? The Student role is not allowed access to the File
Manager, and thus cannot add content to the course environment except through
attachments on forum postings. The same applies to the Media Library, where
Instructors can upload content of different formats, and link them to other con-
tent. The Student role is not allowed to provide additions, nor to make connec-
tions to or from the Library.

With these limitations, learners assigned the Student role become restricted in
their interaction with the content, as they lack adequate space for connecting pre-
vious knowledge and experience into the course. It furthermore limits the possi-
bility of sharing their knowledge construction, obscuring insight into their learn-
ing process for both the teacher and other learners. This entails a partial loss of
the social in social-constructivist education.
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Roles and functionalities

As mentioned before, an obstacle to a social-constructivist use of WebCT is the
inflexible one-to-one relation between role and functionality. It is not possible to
separate access to certain functionalities from the roles they are connected to.
Learners in the Student role cannot be given the right to add to or alter entries to
the Media Library. Or to personalize or create their own learning space by giving
them access to an Organizer Page, where course content can be clustered to-
gether on a single page. A management of specific functionalities detached from
roles would enable a more flexible learning environment where students could
have some or even all the rights and possibilities now restricted to the Instructor
and Designer roles.

This division reveals and reinforces a hierarchical and binary structure between
learner (Student role) and teacher (Designer/Instructor role). Again, this limits
the use of the environment as a place for knowledge construction. A learner is
not given the opportunity to create, produce, add or alter content, and the teacher
is not allowed to grant the learner these rights. Neither linking to previously up-
loaded material nor connecting to other courses or resources is possible in the
Student role. The principles of diversity of content and learners cannot be en-
acted; in fact, the principle of contextualized learning is disabled. Not being able
to assign a diversity of rights and functionalities to a learner makes it difficult to
dynamically construct knowledge and to have a learner be responsible for and in
control of his/her own content and learning process. As there is little room to
introduce and share previous knowledge, the continuity of the learning process
runs the risk of being interrupted.

This also applies for the starting page of each course (called Section in the
WebCT Learning Context). This is a fixed entity to which only predefined objects
can be added. None of the roles can personalize this page to accommodate the
individual learning process. The Designer role can add content here, but this con-
tent is limited to the objects available in WebCT, such as (links to) an Organizer
Page, Content Module or communication tools like Discussion Forum and Mail.
The starting page has a predefined layout format; neither images nor text can be
placed on the main page. The more tech-savvy users in the Designer role discov-
ered a workaround for this inflexibility: the header and footer of the main page
appeared to be amenable by some basic HTML, and this made it possible to in-
clude other objects than the ones defined by WebCT.

These examples reveal WebCT’s closed (and closeted) way of shaping and accom-
modating the learning process. After all, the design of WebCT seems to be aimed
at serving as a repository of information with only very limited possibilities of
interaction with the material and each other. There is a severe lack of flexibility,
which is necessary to create a dynamic learning environment that does justice to
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the complexity of a learning process supporting a diversity of learners and learn-
ing styles. This is surprising in the light of WebCT’s history and the reply to the
criticism of user-unfriendliness. Indeed, a high degree of functionalities and
choices renders the environment complex, but this does not make the environ-
ment automatically more suitable for a diversity in pedagogy and learning styles.

Since WebCT does claim to have this intention, the loss may be due to the
technical translation of these aims, that is, to choices made in the early stages of
developing the application. At least, there seems to be a tension in the conceptua-
lization of what an environment might support and the technical output of this.
In the next section3 I will explore this tension by addressing how human interac-
tion is conceived within computer science, and what this entails for the technolo-
gical translations.

Computer science and object orientation

Since the beginning of computation and computer science, the focus has been on
data and the processing of data between machines. This means that information
is translated into mathematical expressions and procedures that are understood
by machines. From this perspective, interactions between software and hardware
are modeled as causal procedures linking senders to receivers. The actions (mes-
sages) of the sender are the impulses for the actions/reactions of the receivers.
The important element in this structure is the clear and unambiguous relation
between these impulses and their reactions. Interaction, then, is fully structured
and planned in these systems.

By the end of the last century, a shift had taken place from the processing of
information between hardware systems to offering ready-made interactions with
humans. These actions were aimed at automating and/or enhancing human ac-
tion; first focused on calculating, later on text and image editing, and in an even
later stage learning.

However, within computer science the way of dealing with interaction re-
mained the same as when dealing with machine-machine interaction. Interaction
is handled in a clear and formalized manner, excluding any ambiguity. As pointed
out by several technology theorists, the modeling of complex interaction patterns
between humans is still based on the transmission model used for the representa-
tion of data-exchange between artificial senders and receivers (Crutzen 2001;
Suchman 1994; Leigh Star 1991; Laurel 1991). In other words, the modeling of
software applications aimed at human interaction is based on the generalization
of information, communication and interaction.

This generalization has increased with the paradigm of object orientation
(OO). The development of object-oriented programming (OOP) started out in the
beginning of the 1960s with the programming language Simula developed by
Dahl and Nygaard (2001). In OOP, predefined objects make up the basic structure
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of the software. Software is seen as a collection of objects that work together.
These objects relate to and act upon each other, and the interaction between these
objects in the form of passing messages is the core of this programming para-
digm.

The difference between OOP and other paradigms is that within OOP, data and
the operations that can manipulate these data are placed in one object instead of
being separated. This meant a break with the paradigm of procedural program-
ming. Within procedural programming software behavior is defined by proce-
dures, functions, and subroutines. In OOP these behaviors are contained as meth-
ods in the object itself. A method is a foundational element of an object class and
is inextricably merged with the object itself. Methods can only be invoked by
sending an appropriate message to the object (Weisfeld 2004). The object thus
becomes the basis and starting point of the interaction.

To illustrate this OO principle, let’s look again at the roles in WebCT. These
roles function as predefined object classes. These classes are the highest level
within OOP. In WebCT it is likely that a class is created for ‘student’. In this class
general properties and methods are defined, and relations to other classes are
established. When a class is instantiated, an object emerges in which these prop-
erties are built in. Basically, a class can be seen as an empty form with predefined
form fields; an object comes into existence when filling in or activating this form.
The class ‘student’ then becomes an object with a name and other specific prop-
erties, such as a student number. Within the class the object ‘student’ could be
defined to have different methods at its disposal, for example ViewPage() or Re-
trieveMediaLibraryObject(). It is also possible that the class ‘student’may not have
many methods itself but can be used as the basis for invoking methods of other
classes such as the class ‘discussionforum’, in which methods like AddPosting(),
DeletePosting(), etc. can be defined.

By combining objects and methods, an inseparable assemblage is made be-
tween an object (in this case ironically a human subject) and its possible interac-
tions. This implies that there is only room for preplanned actions. Humans or
other entities (objects) can only act if a preprogrammed plan exists and its execu-
tion conditions are being met. Data and the manipulation of data are contained
within the object itself, and changes in interactions are only possible when pre-
programmed within the object. Interaction and the representation of interaction
is located within the objects, and not on a procedural level. In doing so the beha-
vior of humans can only be represented as fixed. Ad hoc interactions are usually
not represented and thus become excluded.

In software like WebCT, where flexibility in the form of the possibility for un-
planned interactions is of great importance, this way of programming creates
tension, to put it mildly. Moreover, this tension is not limited to the actual pro-
gramming. As several scholars have shown, this is already at stake in the first
stages of conceptualizing and modeling the software. As argued by Cecile Crut-

digital objects in e-learning environments 73



zen for example, OOP has grown from a programming paradigm towards a
broader field: an object-oriented approach and methodology for the interpreta-
tion, representation and analysis of human interaction in computer science (Crut-
zen 2001). This extended object-oriented approach (OOA) has gained popularity
since the early 1990s, as shown by numerous publications on the topic and its use
in computer science education (Booch 1993; Jacobson, Jonsson and Övergaard
1992; Rumbaugh et al. 1991). As Crutzen points out, the OO approach transferred
the fear of doubt, as opposed to security, to the designed interaction model (Crut-
zen 2001). Dominant ideas in software engineering are that software should be
unambiguous and should have mastered complexity. When transferring this to a
real world analysis, as it is called in computer science, complexity and ambiguity
appear as problems which have to be tamed by abstraction.

Abstraction techniques, such as generalization, classification, specialization,
division, and separation, are fundamental for most modeling methods. According
to Jacobson, such techniques are used to ‘decrease complexity on the object level’
(Jacobson et al. 1992, 254). Abstraction is seen as unavoidable when projecting
and representing dynamic real world processes into modeling structures, but this
implies a loss. Jacobson mapped out different (human) interaction diagrams, and
showed how the use of abstraction techniques yields to ignoring dynamic aspects
of the world. Hoare suggested, ‘Abstraction arises from recognition of similarities
between certain objects, situations or processes in the real world and the decision
to concentrate upon these similarities and to ignore for the time being the differ-
ences’ (Hoare 1972, cited in Booch 1992, 39). In other words, these modeling
methods force a search for similarities between human actors and processes,
while ignoring the differences. Differences thus are downplayed, since they are
technically hard to handle, especially when they tend to ambiguity. Ambiguity is
precisely what has to be reduced in technical modeling. As Alan Davis puts it,

As systems become more complex however, it becomes increasingly difficult
to explain behavior in an unambiguous manner. (...) A model simply provides
us with a richer, higher level, and more semantically precise set of constructs
than the underlying natural language. Using such a model reduces ambiguity,
makes it easier to check for incompleteness, and may at times improve under-
standability (Davis 1993, 213-214).

Hence, models based on the OO approach as the methodology for interpreting
and analyzing human behavior are aimed at dissolving any doubt and ambiguity.
In this approach, models appropriate for interaction analysis on a technical level
are used for constructing planned interaction by humans, without proper consid-
eration of the differences. From the OO perspective, the ambiguities that come
with human interaction are inconveniences that have to be straightened out on
the technical level.
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This fear of the ambiguity, complexity, and unpredictability of human behavior
is at odds with a flexible learning environment that accommodates social-con-
structivist learning. While the acknowledgment of complexity and unpredictabil-
ity is of great importance, precisely these aspects are being abstracted and re-
duced, at the expense of being able to cater to a social complexity. To return to
the examples of roles in WebCT: once you are assigned a role, you will not be able
to take on another role, or use methods (interactions) from other roles. There is
no possibility for interactions that are not preconceived during the modeling
stage of the environment and its objects. One may wonder whether a meaningful
learning environment along the lines of social constructivism can be created at
all, if this environment already presupposes what and how we learn in a very
specific and static way, with predefined actions and objects.

It would be interesting to get access to the actual process of how WebCT has
been conceptualized and modeled, how the objects came to be defined, and
which methods are contained in which objects with what consequences. How
was the action/interaction planned, what pedagogical-based choices were made,
and how did this influence both the programming paradigm and the modeling
approach? An in-depth analysis of these issues could advance a next generation
of learning environments beyond the sole use as course administration and repo-
sitory. It may then eventually live up to its potential to transform learning pro-
cesses in higher education.

Notes

1. Blackboard was at that time working on their first release of Blackboard CourseInfo,
later renamed the Blackboard Learning System.

2. See the archived website of WebCT 1999 at http://web.archive.org/web/19991012032600
/http://www.webct.com/vision.

3. Parts of this section are a reworking of the article ‘Object Orientation’ by Cecile Crutzen
and Erna Kotkamp (2008), in Software studies: A lexicon, edited by Matthew Fuller (Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press).
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The vanishing points of mobile
communication

Imar de Vries

At the beginning of the 21st century, mobile communication devices are virtually
ubiquitous. The attraction of their ability to potentially connect anywhere, any-
time, to anyone or anything in the informational network, combined with an
ongoing emphasis of the individual as the nexus of communication and enter-
tainment, has sculptured the apparatuses into vital cultural artefacts. Their perva-
siveness has rendered them ordinary and, in a sense, invisible; they seamlessly
blend into almost every social activity imaginable. As such, they represent the
strangest breed of new media we have come to study in the past ten years: instead
of being subject to initial feverish ‘buzzification’, mobile communication devices
have steadfastly insinuated themselves among us, and in contrast to the wide-
spread academic enthusiasm that for instance the Internet generated in the
1990s, they sparked very little scholarly interest.

However, in a remarkable reversal of the steps from hype to reality, mobile
communication devices have increasingly been framed in utopian terms during
the last few years. This is primarily visible in how dominant mobile communica-
tion discourses advance a very specific notion of the all-important place that mo-
bile devices should take in the overall media landscape. A detailed analysis of
such discourses would show that what is stressed are the potential gains to be
made in productivity, sociability, efficiency, safety, reassurance, and mutual un-
derstanding; in other words, they stress communication improvement and its
benefits, and present wireless communication technologies as the ultimate facil-
itator. In many ads, press releases, and expressions of popular culture, a similar
reasoning process can be distinguished, one that is repeated as a guiding mantra:
mobile communication devices are the self-evident technological expressions of a
presumed ‘natural’ progression in the quest for perfected communication.

So, the pressing question that confronts us today is to what extent the infra-
structures and everyday practices that co-construct the ways in which we experi-
ence mobile communication actually sustain idealized ideas of communication.
In one rather straightforward sense, the adoption speed alone suggests that there
is a large overlap between what dreams of ideal communication prescribe and
what mobile communication devices can offer. A quick glance at their break-
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neck-paced integration into everyday life could easily lead to the conclusion that
the age-old desire to bridge distances and instantaneously communicate with
anyone and anywhere, which has expressed itself countless times in predictions
and glorifications of new media, is now for many people more fulfilled than ever.
But such an explanation would obscure the different reasons why people in var-
ious demographic categories adopt mobile communication technologies, and ne-
glect the inevitable problems and challenges that arise out of a shift towards a
radical wireless connectedness. Mobile communication devices may indeed facil-
itate the kinds of contact that fit idealized conceptions of the zenith of commu-
nication, but do we experience them as such? Where are the kinks in the ideals,
what are the paradoxes in today’s mobile communication condition?

In this chapter, it is therefore my aim to make an analytical cut along the dis-
courses of what I perceive as three of the most striking characteristics of current-
day mobile communication, namely those of facilitating ubiquitous connectivity,
fluid sociability, and real-time relief of anxiety. In these analytical cuts I will de-
scribe how the various aspects of idealized communication run into paradoxes
when confronted with everyday communication, and I will support my claims by
using illustrative examples of research conducted by media and communication
scholars who set out to empirically measure and gauge the impact of mobile com-
munication devices. In the conclusion I will argue that the feverish embracement
of mobile communication technologies forces both mobile telephone users and
media scholars to realign their notions of concepts such as connectivity, privacy,
accountability, and information flows, if they are to understand the latent conse-
quences of the dreams that are deeply rooted in media evolution.

Ubiquitous connectivity

The obvious and single most defining characteristic of wireless communication
technology, one that precedes and co-defines its other specific features, is that it
renders space almost irrelevant as a variable in constituting mediated contact.
And, due to contributing factors such as the standardisation of communication
protocols, the ease of construction of basic technological frameworks, the port-
ability of devices, the intuitive use of mobile telephones, and the high social and
cultural value of personal communication devices, wireless services are steadfastly
becoming truly ubiquitous indeed. What is significant about this process is that
the supporting infrastructure is often made virtually invisible, as a conscious at-
tempt to create and uphold the illusion that the wireless connection is ‘just there’,
to be invoked at will to magically synchronise different space and time co-ordi-
nates. As in early seventeenth-century fantasies of magnetised compass needles
that would move in communicative rapport wherever they were, a certain sense of
– and need for – telepathic immediacy pervades modern wireless communication
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technologies; just turn on the mobile device, and a connection will be guaranteed
to exist almost instantly.

With their omnipresence, wireless communication technologies thus facilitate
the further compression of geographical space into what Manuel Castells (1996)
calls the space of flows. In the space of flows, people, goods, and information are in
a constant state of flux, moving between physical locations while being part of a
dynamic network that is linked together through the use of communication tech-
nologies. Because wireless communication devices radically alter the long-lasting
relationship between communication nodes and fixed locations, in the space of
flows, spatial vectors become increasingly heterogeneous, and thus simultaneous
social interaction at a distance turns into a pervasive activity that can be engaged
in anywhere, at any time. What follows is that we become more and more im-
mersed in what Kenneth Gergen identifies as the ‘relational net’, in which every-
one and everything can potentially link up (Gergen 2003, 111). Having a wireless
communication device like a mobile telephone at one’s disposal implies having
access to ever-present, real-time communication channels, and thus to the means
to engage in dialogue or to disseminate information whenever and wherever one
wants. A mobile telephone therefore provides a very strong psychological fix by
supplying the abundant availability of communicative choice, the freedom to electro-
nically connect and mediate knowledge, opinions, and desires; it is an apparatus
of opportunity, a potential-rich portal.

The tendency to depict mobile telephones as powerful devices that possess an
unlimited connective potential is reflected by the strong emotional and cognitive
investments that people make in wireless communication technologies. Mobile
telephones have become considered as essential and vital extensions of the body,
which is for instance vividly illustrated by their naming conventions. In many
countries they are called ‘hand phones’, or their names refer to the fact that com-
munication is ‘always on’ and can always be carried along on the body (Townsend
2002, 68-69). In one particular case, the name quite dramatically expresses the
urge to attribute magical powers to the body extension: in Israel, a mobile tele-
phone is called pelephone, after the name of Israel’s first cellular communications
company, which literally means ‘wonder-phone’ (Thompson 2005, 21). Also, mo-
bile telephones and their invisible but potentially present connections have now
become so intimately integrated into our being, that many people experience feel-
ings of panic when they find they have not brought their mobile telephone with
them, or think it is lost (Vincent 2003, 220). The severance of the Hertzian umbi-
lical cord is felt like an amputation that many would like to avoid.1

There are some paradoxical ramifications, however. True, from a socio-psycho-
logical standpoint, wireless communication devices can be said to be perceived as
the latest candidates to gratify the yearnings for wholeness and completeness that
have continuously risen from our collective ‘technological imaginary’. And in-
deed, at first, a perpetually connected state seems to be a perfect point of depar-
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ture for establishing and managing all kinds of successful communication situa-
tions, and thus for reaching the ideal goal of a common understanding. But a
closer inspection of what is at hand reveals that merely increasing the opportu-
nities to connect might actually not help in bringing people closer together in a
utopian fashion. George Myerson, for instance, comes to the conclusion that
what he calls the process of ‘mobilisation’ is predominantly geared towards just
making ‘basic contacts’ (Myerson 2001, 27). And indeed, there are research find-
ings that can be interpreted as supporting Myerson’s claim: people generally
spend less time calling on mobile telephones than they do on fixed phones (Li-
coppe 2003, 175), they think of asynchronous text messaging as ‘quicker and
more convenient than voice telephony’ (Ling 2004, 150), and they sometimes
lock themselves in ‘tele-cocoons’ from which they only keep in touch with their
most intimate friends, refraining from communicating with the outside world (Ito
et al. 2005, 10-11). While some of these phenomena can be explained as user
strategies aimed at managing billing systems and keeping costs low, the sugges-
tion remains that mobile telephony and its infrastructure offer affordances that
primarily invite what Christian Licoppe calls a ‘connected’ practice of interaction
instead of a ‘conversational’ practice (2003, 174; 183). The ‘anywhere, anytime’
paradigm so much pervades interaction in everyday life, Licoppe found, that users
prefer to think of their mobile communication practices mostly as intuitive when-
ever-you-feel-like events, which often primarily serve to acknowledge the connec-
tion that people share (ibid., 180-181).

While such short communicative gestures are important elements in the shap-
ing and maintenance of what can be called a ‘performative value’ in social rela-
tionships (Green 2003, 207), they do add to swelling flows of information, mes-
sages, and data, all of which affirm one’s connectedness up to a highly redundant
level. If always being connected is what brings pure communication a step closer,
it is also what foregrounds the communication paradox, and forces us to realize
that pure communication is relentless in its intrusive nature. Studies have shown
that when, for whatever reason, the times and places at which people can be con-
tacted are extended to all possible environments, and those contacts become
more frequent, a tension arises between on the one hand the desire and expec-
tancy for immediate and unlimited access to others, and on the other hand the
need to filter out and restrict incoming access requests in increasingly variable
circumstances. Hence, the presence of a perpetual connection pressures users of
wireless communication devices into managing all kinds of complicated commu-
nication schemes (Sherry and Salvador 2002, 114-115), into employing inventive
ways to cope with awkward social situations caused by disruptive incoming calls
(Ling 2004, 123-143), and even into being deprived of sleep when they are kept
awake at night by calls or text messages (Turrettini 2007).

Discourses of wireless communication technologies, then, reflect how the
compression of space by making connection nodes ubiquitous is of constitutive
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importance in the transformation of our understanding of communication.
Across a wide range of demographic compositions, many social activities that
used to rely on physical proximity or on the pre-arranged coordination of interac-
tion are now reshaped into ad-hoc patterns of de-spatialised and heterogeneous
contacts. With the shift towards more connectedness, we experience faster and
more often than before that the desire for pure communication brings us both
pleasure and discomfort. As Michael Arnold holds, the mobile telephone is Ja-
nus-faced, a socio-technical system that is ‘not reducible to a direction or valence
tipped with a single arrowhead, but better understood as a conflation of tangen-
tial implications, at least some of which can be read as ironically and paradoxi-
cally self-contradicting phenomena’ (Arnold 2003, 234). Because of mobile tele-
phony, the paradox hiding in the desire for ideal communication becomes more
articulated than ever.

Fluid sociability

User accounts of reconfigurations of connectedness can provide a good view of
how people seek to exploit the range of communicative affordances of wireless
communication devices, and subsequently of how they experience what are pre-
supposed to be idealized ideas of communication sparked by a desire for perpe-
tual contact. This is especially visible in one particularly poignant theme that runs
through these user accounts, which is the theme of social coordination, or rather
what Richard Ling and Birgitte Yttri (2002) distinguish as a combination of ‘mi-
cro- and hyper-coordination’. Micro-coordination is the type of nuanced instru-
mental coordination typical of a significant part of mobile telephone use: trips
that have already started can be redirected, people can call or send a text message
to say they will be late, and meetings can be scheduled at a rather loosely defined
time or location, only to become more definite when those who want to meet call
each other while they are on their way (Ling and Yttri 2002, 143-144). Hyper-co-
ordination adds an expressive layer to this instrumental use, both in the form of
social and emotional communication (chatting, gossiping) and in the form of
mobile etiquettes telling where mobile telephones should not be used or which
models are in fashion (ibid., 140). Both types, then, are specifically about how to
manage increasingly connected social networks: micro-coordination in a logisti-
cal way that makes full use of enhanced communicative availability, and hyper-
coordination in a cultural way that establishes the mobile telephone as today’s ne
plus ultra means to create, maintain, and express social bonds and values. In user
accounts of both types, elements of ideas of fulfilment through improved com-
munication seep through voiced expectations and desires.

First examining micro-coordination, Ling and Yttri find for instance that a
strong need for connectedness is conveyed in many comments about the motives
for using mobile telephones, aimed at making instrumental communication pro-
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ceed as smoothly as possible. This instrumental approach to mobile telephony is
widespread, if not constitutive. Ling and Yttri retrieved their data mainly from
interviewing Norwegian teens, but similar attitudes towards the importance of
being connected for instrumental reasons have already been registered in the ear-
liest social analyses of the adoption of mobile telephones – most notably by Ko-
pomaa (2000) – and have been identified as largely age-indifferent and cross-cul-
tural phenomena (cf. Castells et al. 2007; Katz and Aakhus 2002) The emphasis in
such mobile communication lies on orchestrating each other’s movements and
positions in the space of flows to the point where they ultimately overlap and
merge. This is only possible, however, if permanent availability is guaranteed and
is incorporated in the ideology of mobile communication. The main motivation
for using wireless communication devices in such cases lies in the assumption
that if there are more opportunities to connect, it means that there will be an
improvement in how we arrange social interactions, and thus in how social
groups function as a whole. Of course, this assumption only holds when there is
an agreement on how social interactions should actually be arranged, but in the
mobile vision – availability solves everything, together is good – the mere possi-
bility to contact anyone from anywhere is enough to suggest that such problems
can easily be dealt with, simply by making another call or sending another text
message.

In hyper-coordination, the value of being connected is less related to efficient
planning or dealing with practical issues, and more to achieving a certain status
and maintaining intimate social bonds. Such communicative activities are about
sharing experiences and confirming personal links, and can take the form of gos-
siping, catching up on each other’s adventures, or exchanging symbolic gifts (see
Johnsen 2003). These practices have been around for a long time, but the ubiqui-
tous connectivity that the mobile telephone promises to deliver represents a new
and particularly potent means to establish one’s identity and earn a meaningful
place in the social hierarchy of family members and friends. A cross-cultural
study done by Scott Campbell (2007) showed that people find that through mo-
bile telephones, group connections are enhanced, conversations gain in intimacy,
and opportunities for emancipatory praxis increase. The mobile telephone thus
acts as an apparatus that ‘liberates’ expressive communication, largely because it
makes opportunities for mediated dialogue and dissemination available to demo-
graphic groups which did not readily enjoy that privilege before the age of wire-
less communication devices, and because those people use mobile communica-
tion as a way to actively establish and manage their own social position in relation
to others. In addition, compared to the fixed telephone, the mobile telephone
offers far more direct and individualised links to other people, properties that
have quickly turned the device into the primary locus where one’s collection of
social connections resides. Because mobile telephony is perceived as extending
access to others to virtually infinite dimensions, the thought of being perpetually
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connected in the symbolically charged mobile network gives an increased existen-
tial significance to relational ties.

However, increased social connectedness comes with some unintended conse-
quences that do not readily fit within idealized ideas of improved communication.
The fact that mere connectivity has come to engulf present-day conceptions of
communication has a compelling effect on our relational self, changing the per-
ception of what it means to co-exist and communicate with others. The people we
interact most with – those who reside in our more intimate social circles, like
family members, friends, and colleagues – are now always only a phone call or
text message away. As Kenneth Gergen has aptly diagnosed this social condition,
we find ourselves continuously in a state of ‘absent presence’: physically absent,
but electronically at hand (Gergen 2002). While the arrangement of absent pre-
sence offers a psychologically reassuring feeling of closeness, perpetual connect-
edness does not necessarily guarantee reaching a global coming together; Gergen
notes that because communication with absent present others takes place via
readily available channels, and therefore does not require a lot of effort or time in
setting up, it tends to become simpler, shorter, and distributed among several
fragmented micro-communities (Gergen 2003, 106-107). In addition, when peo-
ple are inclined to enclose themselves in connections to their absent present so-
cial network, they exhibit a diminished care for those outside of their communi-
cative bubble (ibid., 109).

What does markedly happen while the mobile network grows is that mediated
communication is brought more out in the open, which presents us with new
scenarios for experiencing being-with-others and strengthens the notion that
anyone carrying a wireless communication device can, potentially, become part
of anyone else’s technology-mediated network. The drawback of the ‘invasion’ of
the public by the private, however, is that mobile communication behavior in
public spaces often invades and disturbs social events and face-to-face conversa-
tions with what is perceived as trivial and redundant chitchat or gossip. Now,
gossip is the hard-wired social glue with which humans build and maintain social
bonds, and mobile telephones are very apt at facilitating it anywhere and round-
the-clock (see Fox 2001), but when experienced intrusively and only one-sided, it
tends to aggravate companions, bystanders, and eavesdroppers, causing them to
feel disempowered (Plant 2001, 31) or convinced that communication in the mo-
bile age has become tawdry (Palen, Salzman and Youngs 2000, 207). This
strained intermingling of public (outside) space with private (inside) space is
what Kathleen Cumiskey (2005) calls the paradox of techno-intimacy: to our-
selves, our mobile telephone is a highly convenient personal item and our own
mobile communication behavior is perfectly acceptable, but we tend not to ap-
preciate the same behavior and attitude towards the valuation of mobile commu-
nication in others. I would argue that techno-intimacy, the ambivalent relation-
ship between the desire to be connected and know all on the one hand, and the
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need to stand apart from the multitude on the other, is itself a typical exponent of
the paradox of idealized communication: an achieved complete togetherness will
necessarily entail the loss of individuality, and mobile telephony will continue to
stress this phenomenon.

Real-time relief of anxiety

If we are to see mobile telephones as personal apparatuses full of communicative
potential that, through their capability to transgress space and time, can maintain
and strengthen bonds with primary social group members and make coordina-
tion activities more ad-hoc and prominent, one of the following observations
must be that the psychological fix attached to wireless communication relies
heavily on the involvement of feelings of reassurance. For many, the emotional
immediacy of the device has registered itself as an indispensable part of their
everyday life, like the aura of a talisman worn for good luck and protection. And
indeed, research has shown that a need for security, safety and reassurance is
high on the list of initial reasons why people decide to buy wireless communica-
tion devices, either for themselves or for their children and other loved ones. In a
1999 qualitative survey of 36 focus groups in six European countries, Richard Ling
reports,

respondents were asked to what degree they agreed or disagreed with the
statement ‘The mobile telephone is useful in an emergency’. We found that
approximately 82% of the respondents were in complete agreement. There
was no other attitudinal indicator with regard to mobile telephony that had
such an extreme score (Ling 2004, 37).

Similar results were obtained from studies in the United States and Australia
(ibid., 38) and from cross-cultural field studies undertaken in Berlin, San Fransis-
co, Shanghai, and Tokyo (Chipchase 2005).

The human fear for calamities evidently provides a sound reason why feelings
of security and safety play a significant role in the adoption of wireless commu-
nication technologies. The many folk-stories that tell of amazing rescue missions
that involve the use of mobile telephones are adamant examples of how strong
the desire is to stress that increased connectedness is a Good Thing. Idealized
ideas of communication thrive on compelling anecdotes that ‘prove’ that progress
has been made, and arguably nothing provides more conclusive evidence than
accounts of lives saved or loved ones protected thanks to new communication
technologies. So, we read in The Guardian that two British climbers caught in a
blizzard on a Swiss mountain texted five friends, one of whom received the mes-
sage in London at 5 am and immediately notified the rescue services in Geneva,
who then finally rescued both climbers (Allison 2003). Similar stories tell of peo-
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ple being lost in a pass, shipwrecked on a boat off the coast of Indonesia, or
stranded in the outback of Australia, who were all able to alert friends or family
through their mobile telephones and consequently receive life-saving help (Tur-
rettini 2004). Such stories readily feed myths of improved communication: with-
out the new mobile communication devices, lives could have been severely im-
paired, or even lost.

However, increased security through networked wireless communication tech-
nologies can only be guaranteed if people are willing to sacrifice some or even all
control over when they can and should be reached, and by whom. Forceful evi-
dence of this highly charged problem created by the need to relieve anxiety can be
found in one of the more common social relationships where reassurance plays
an important role, namely that between parents and adolescents. On the one
hand, the mobile telephone offers parents the ability to let their children discover
the world on their own, with the added safety of knowing that the teenagers can
always call in case of an emergency. But, on the other hand, notions of surveil-
lance and accountability are sure to follow from a heightened absent presence of
others. When one’s whereabouts and activities are continuously under potential
scrutiny, the mobile telephone becomes a mobile leash, exerting a strong influ-
ence over its carrier. Thus, in their adolescent quest for independence and in
response to overly concerned parents, teenagers often develop ‘parent manage-
ment strategies’ with which they regulate their reachability (Green 2002, 39).

While Green notes that the dominant association of terms like ‘surveillance’
and ‘accountability’ with state-controlled law enforcement does not do justice to
the new ways in which individuals gather and share information, she holds that
the proliferation of wireless communication technologies has ‘normalized’ the
activity of checking up on others (ibid., 33). Through mobile devices, Green says,
individuals ‘engage in routine monitoring of themselves and each other (...), and
assume that others are self-regulating and accountable for their use of devices in
both co-present and tele-present contexts’ (ibid., 43). Thus, everyday notions of
what it means to feel reassured increasingly come to rely on knowing what others
are up to, because the technological means to gain that knowledge are at one’s
disposal at all times. As a result, questions of privacy become more manifest. As
sociologist James Rule asserts, compared to older, mass media systems, today’s
infrastructures of perpetual contact inherently generate more personalized infor-
mation available to large institutions, corporations, and groups of individuals,
making a future world of ‘total surveillance’ a conceivable reality (Rule 2002,
247). Although, like Green, Rule does not want to attach a specific value connota-
tion to the term ‘surveillance’, he does point out that we should be cautious not to
dismiss the dangers of this outlook too easily, or think that we can always escape
observation by simply turning off our connections when we want to (ibid., 248).
In the mobile age, perpetual contact becomes the norm, and participating without
it difficult indeed.
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These observations of ambivalence in mobile ‘reassurance technologies’ high-
light the pitfall of the desire for pure communication: the more opportunities are
created to connect and communicate, the more struggle there will be to hold on
to established boundaries between the private and the public, between what can
be known, should be known, and needs to be known. Wireless communication
devices may be able to function as symbolic crowbars, breaking open social pat-
terns of communicative behavior, but they can only do so at the expense of dis-
closing a lot more information than people might care to consider. What is more,
there will always be the nagging uncertainty whether extra information is truly
enough for one to be relieved of all anxiety. In fact, by seeking reassurance
through radical connectedness, another type of anxiety is created, one that stems
from simultaneously being connected to someone far away and knowing that that
distance cannot be bridged physically. This spatial discrepancy may not be so
problematic when a call is made for trivial reasons, but when related to an emer-
gency, the state of being ‘distant but present’ can instil overwhelming feelings of
isolation and powerlessness. A fickle balance between fear and relief manifests
itself in the continuous search for reassurance; when Henrietta Thompson for
instance states that mobile ‘phones offer the best peace of mind it is possible to
get’, she does this in the context of Israel’s continuous preparedness for terrorist
attacks, where with ‘the fear of [terrorism] always present, the need to commu-
nicate is paramount [and] people need to be able to check-up on their loved ones
on short notice’ (Thompson 2005, 55).

So, not only does the longing for perpetual contact create privacy issues, it also
multiplies instances in which people are connected in extreme emotional circum-
stances while being physically apart. The torment of such ‘intense immediacy’, as
James E. Katz (2006, 104) calls it, becomes adamantly clear in situations of life
and death. Imagine, for instance, the conversation between the stranded moun-
taineer and his wife, whom he had called to say he was going to die (Cusk 2001).
Or think of those other, highly profiled accounts of mobile calls in which Eros
met Thanatos, made during and after the terrorist attacks in New York on Sep-
tember 11, 2001. People in the hijacked planes and those trapped inside the struck
towers called family members to tell them that they loved them, sometimes right
up to the moment when they died. After the towers had collapsed, rescue workers
could hear people from under the wreckage use their mobile telephones to call
for help, not seldom in vain. Most dreadful are the accounts of unanswered mo-
bile telephones ringing in the rubble, or even in body bags.2 All these cases vividly
illustrate how feelings of reassurance and distress can come palpably close to
merging into a single sentiment, how wireless communication technologies can
augment both intimacy and isolation to such a degree that pure communication is
indeed virtually reached, in all its real-time glory and ugliness.
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Conclusion

As I aimed to show in the analyses of three of the most striking characteristics of
mobile communication, a complex, ambivalent pattern can be distinguished in
the ongoing process of mobilization. By increasing connectedness, transforming
sociability, and opening up access to and the production of personal information,
mobile communication devices fervently confront us with the paradoxes of pure
communication, bringing us closer to the technological fulfilment of the desire
for immediate togetherness, but at the same time letting us experience its ruthless
blending of all actors involved. In all their ordinariness, mobile communication
devices have showed and continue to show the potential to stealthily yet radically
alter our perception of what it means to co-exist with others in a connected so-
ciety.

This also means that our traditional understandings of concepts such as avail-
ability, privacy, accountability, safety, and security, which are all in particular
ways dependent upon dominant modes of media deployment, will inevitably have
to be rethought in order to reflect what it means to be in perpetual contact. In
today’s mobile communication condition, where the ability to ‘just call’ or ‘just
look up’ is increasingly perceived as the primary solution to all kinds of problems,
it becomes difficult – or even nonsensical – to think of people not being con-
nected, or of information not being available. Not only will the social and politi-
cal-economic pressure to join the growing interconnected communication net-
work become more intense, the prevalent ideal of a fully transparent society will
also force us to realize that everyone and everything is becoming subsumed with-
in a single, all-encompassing communication regime, when it continues to be
used as the fundamental guiding principle for new media developments. Unless
we come to grips with the profound consequences inherent in the proliferation of
mobile communication, we will fail to adequately address concerns of privacy,
accountability, and safety in the connected society.

Notes

1. To illustrate this further, during the short-lived offer in 2000 by several mobile tele-
phone operators to provide free calls in the evenings and on weekends, some people
even chose to maintain a constant connection through their mobile telephones, and
listen to each other sleeping (Licoppe 2003, 177).

2. Similar stories of ‘ringing body bags’ could be heard after the Madrid terrorist attacks
in 2004 (BBC News 2004) and the Virginia Tech shootings in 2007 (King 2007).
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The work of art in the age of digital
recombination

Jos de Mul

Artists, from the prehistoric painters who engraved and painted figures on cave
walls to new media artists whose work depends on computer technologies, have
always used media. Media, used here in the broad sense as ‘means for presenting
information’1, are not innocent instruments. Ever since Kant’s Copernican revolu-
tion, we know that experience is constituted and structured by the forms of sensi-
bility and the categories of human understanding, and after the so-called linguis-
tic and mediatic turns in philosophy, it is generally assumed that media play a
crucial role in the configuration of the human mind and experience. Media are
interfaces that mediate not only between us and our world (designation), but also
between us and our fellow man (communication), and between us and ourselves
(self-understanding). Aesthetic experience is no exception: artistic media are in-
terfaces that not only structure the imagination of the artist, but the work of art
and the aesthetic reception as well.2

In this paper I aim to contribute to this reflection by analyzing the way the
computer interface constitutes and structures aesthetic experience. My point of
departure will be Walter Benjamin’s ‘The work of art in the age of mechanical
reproduction’, first published in the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung in 1936. In this
epochal essay Benjamin investigates how mechanical reproduction transforms
the work of art, claiming that in this ontological transformation the cult value,
which once characterized the classical work of art, has been replaced by exhibition
value. The thesis I will defend in this paper is, first, that in the age of digital
recombination, the database constitutes the ontological model of the work of art
and, secondly, that in this transformation the exhibition value is being replaced
by what we might call manipulation value.

Before I turn to Benjamin’s notions of cult value and exhibition value, I want to
make a short remark concerning the scope of Benjamin’s essay. Though the title
of his work promises an analysis of art, the scope is actually much wider. It is also
an essay on economics, politics and religion. And on a deeper level, connecting
these and yet other domains, it deals with a fundamental ontological change, a
transformation of human experience, closely connected to the mechanization of
the reproduction of nature and culture. Likewise, the scope of my continuation of
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Benjamin’s analysis in the age of the digital recombination is broader than art or
aesthetics. It deals with the digital manipulation of nature and culture that char-
acterizes the present ‘age of informatization’ (De Mul 1999).

Cult value vs. exhibition value

Although Benjamin emphasizes at the beginning of his essay that the work of art
in principle has always been reproducible, in principle he states that mechanical
reproduction presents us with a new phenomenon. With the emergence of wood-
cut graphics, engraving and etching in the Middle Ages and lithography in the
beginning of the 19th century, mechanical reproduction became a major artistic
technique. However, it was only with the invention and the swift dissemination of
photography and film that mechanical reproduction became the dominant cultur-
al interface.

Before that time the work of art’s dominant type was characterized by unique-
ness (Einmaligkeit) and singularity (Einzigkeit) in time and space. The original work
of art is here and now: ‘Even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is
lacking in one element: its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the
place where it happens to be’ (Benjamin 1969). There is only one Mona Lisa, and
when we want to see this painting, we have to go to the Louvre in Paris (Figure
13).

According to Benjamin the unique existence of the work of art determines the
history to which it is subject throughout the time of its existence. This includes,
for example, the changes which it may have suffered in its physical condition over
the years as well as the various changes in its ownership.

The traces of the first can be revealed only by chemical or physical analyses
which it is impossible to perform on a reproduction; changes of ownership
are subject to a tradition which must be traced from the situation of the origi-
nal. The presence of the original is the prerequisite to the concept of authenti-
city. (…) The authenticity of a thing is the essence of all that is transmissible
from its beginning, ranging from its substantive duration to its testimony to
the history which it has experienced.

Another word that Benjamin uses to designate the material and historical authen-
ticity and authority of the unique work of art is ‘aura’. Because of this aura, the
unique work of art can easily become an object of a magical or religious cult.

We know that the earliest art works originated in the service of a ritual – first
the magical, then the religious kind. It is significant that the existence of the
work of art with reference to its aura is never entirely separated from its ritual
function. In other words, the unique value of the ‘authentic’ work of art has its
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basis in ritual, the location of its original use value. This ritualistic basis, how-
ever remote, is still recognizable as secularized ritual even in the most profane
forms of the cult of beauty.

In a footnote Benjamin introduces the concept of cult value, and he connects it
with its aura. In this context he also gives an intriguing definition of the latter
concept:

The definition of the aura as a ‘unique phenomenon of a distance however
close it may be’ represents nothing but the formulation of the cult value of the
work of art in categories of space and time perception. Distance is the opposite
of closeness. The essentially distant object is the unapproachable one. Unap-
proachability is indeed a major quality of the cult image. True to its nature, it
remains ‘distant, however close it may be.’ The closeness which one may gain
from its subject matter does not impair the distance which it retains in its
appearance.

When we – anachronistically – apply a key concept of the new media studies to
Benjamin’s analysis, we might say that the auratic work of art acts as an interface
between the sensible and the supersensible, that is: between the physical materi-
ality of the work of art and its meaningful history. Although it may be close in its
material presence – we could even touch the Mona Lisa if there were no glass
separating it from its visitors in the Louvre – and as such it brings us in close
contact with its history, at the same time we experience the historical tradition in
which it is embedded and from which it derives its meaning as an unbridgeable
distance.

It is important to notice that in the auratic work of art the sensible and the
supersensible, the material signifier and the spiritual meaning, are inseparably
linked with one another. As such, the auratic work of art, as Gadamer states in
The relevance of the beautiful in connection with a short but illuminating discussion
of Benjamin’s essay, can be conceived of as a symbol.4 The destruction of an aura-
tic work destroys the distant presence of its history as well. For that reason the
destruction of an auratic work of art is generally understood as an act of blas-
phemy – independent of whether it has a religious content or not.

It is also important to notice that for Benjamin the experience of aura is not
restricted to historical objects such as works of art. Benjamin also applies the
concept of aura to natural objects. When we watch a mountain range on the hor-
izon or a branch casting its shadow over us, we also experience the aura – in this
case: the natural history – of those mountains, of that branch. We could also
think about the historical sensation we experience when we look at, or touch, a
fossil, for instance the skeleton of a dinosaur.
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One of the basic claims of Benjamin’s ‘The work of art’ is that in the age of
mechanical reproduction by means of print, photography and film, we experience
a radical loss of aura:

That which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of the
work of art. This is a symptomatic process whose significance points beyond
the realm of art. One might generalize by saying: the technique of reproduc-
tion detaches the reproduced object from the domain of tradition. By making
many reproductions it substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence.
And in permitting the reproduction to meet the beholder or listener in his own
particular situation, it reactivates the object reproduced.

One might say that mechanical reproduction of images brings things closer, spa-
tially and temporally. In order to watch the Mona Lisa, I no longer have to travel
to Paris, I can look up a reproduction in an art magazine or on my mobile phone
with an Internet connection, immediately, here and now (Figure 2). Uniqueness
and permanence of the auratic object are being replaced by transitoriness and
reproducibility.

In a reproduction of the Mona Lisa, the reproduction still refers to the original
work of art – something Andy Warhol smartly capitalizes on in his reproductions
of Leonardo’s famous painting (see Figure 3). Actually, in the media of mechan-
ical reproduction the whole distinction between original and copy loses its mean-
ing. No copy of a photo or a movie is more original than the others. Whereas
traditionally things were first produced and then reproduced, in the age of me-
chanical reproduction things are being made directly with an eye to reproduction:
‘To an ever greater degree the work of art reproduced becomes the work of art
designed for reproducibility’ (ibid).

According to Benjamin, together with the aura, the cult value of artworks will
gradually vanish. For emotional or economical reasons one can, of course, try to
conserve the cult value. For example by printing a photograph in a limited edi-
tion, having the photographer put his signature on it, or by promoting an actress
as a unique movie star. Actually these ‘cheats’ only confirm the loss of the aura of
the work itself. That does not mean, however, that the mechanical copy doesn’t
have value at all. Rather, in photography and film, the cult value gives way to
exhibition value, which is precisely situated in the endless reproduction of the co-
pies. This especially becomes clear in the case of celebrities like Paris Hilton, who
do not have any unique talents but are just ‘famous for being famous’. In the
same vein, the success of politicians strongly depends on how mediagenic they
are, that is: on their exhibition value. The fact that in the USA even a B-film actor
like Reagan can become president is an ironic illustration of Benjamin’s fore-
sight.
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Benjamin’s essay has melancholic undertones. When he states that the aura
emanates for the last time from the early photographs in the fleeting expression
of a human face, he not only mourns the loss of the ‘incomparable beauty’ and
‘melancholy’ of these early photographs, but also the notion that we experience
the human being itself as losing its aura. However, at the same time – and this
shows the fundamental ambiguity of the essay – Benjamin also expresses his be-
lief that the ‘mechanical media’ possess a fundamental democratic and even revo-
lutionary potential. Not only do they enable ‘access for all’, they also enable the
progressive artist to ‘politicize the arts’ and mobilize the masses against the fas-
cist ‘aesthetization of politics’ (ibid.). By now we know that mass media can in-
deed mobilize masses, though more often in the direction of the shopping mall
than in the direction of the government building.

The development of mechanical reproduction can neither simply be hailed as
cultural progress nor simply doomed as cultural decline. Mechanical reproduc-
tion discloses the world in a new way, bringing along both new opportunities
and new dangers. We should keep this fundamental ambiguity of the develop-
ment of media in mind when we turn our attention to digital recombination.

Database ontology

No other text has been quoted so often in new media studies as Benjamin’s ‘The
work of art’ (Davis 1995; Harvey 1989; Thomson 1995; Gumbrecht and Marrinan
2003; Benjamin 2005). This is not surprising, as his prophetic vision only seems
to have gained in relevance in the age of digital recombination. However,
although the computer is still a mechanical machine, we should not simply
equate digital reproduction with mechanical reproduction (and for that reason I
prefer the phrase ‘digital recombination’). Although the computer can simulate
all kinds of classical mechanical machines and media, such as a typewriter, a
sound recorder, or a device for the montage of images, it has some unique med-
ium-specific characteristics that justify the claim that it represents a new stage in
the development of media.

Understood as a medium, the computer is not one but many. Artists use com-
puters in many different ways to produce, store, display and distribute so-called
‘new media art’. As a means of production, for example, computers enable them
to create digital images and sounds, to build interactive installations, to design
multimedia websites, or to program self-evolving art forms. However, the thesis I
want to defend is that on a fundamental level all media art works share some
basic characteristics. Although concrete media art works may differ from each
other in many different respects – and for that reason show a family resemblance
rather than a single essence – on a fundamental level they all share the four basic
operations of persistent storage, an integral part of almost all computer software.
This ABCD of computing consists of the operations Add, Browse, Change, and
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Destroy.5 Together these four operations – which correspond to the structured
query language (SQL) commands Insert, Select, Update, and Delete – constitute
the dynamic elements of what we might call a database ontology.

In a basic sense the word ‘database’ can refer to any collection of items that is
ordered in one way or another. In computing, a database can be defined as a
structured collection of data records that is stored in a computer, so that a soft-
ware program can consult it to answer queries. With the four basic operations all
possible combinations of records can be retrieved in principle. Database ontology
is dynamic, because the data elements can be constantly combined, decombined,
and recombined.

In reality, not all databases are that flexible. The traditional ‘flat’ paper data-
base, a phone book for example, is rather inflexible. The alphabetic order of the
names is fixed, and to update the list you have to reprint the entire book. A card-
index box, consisting of cards with a limited number of fields for the input of
information (for example name, address, and phone number) would already be
more flexible regarding updating. Reorganizing this database – for example to
group the records per country for a mailing – is possible, but would consume a
lot of time. Although an electronic version of a flat database – a spreadsheet –
could speed up the sorting of the data, it remains inflexible with regard to the
creation and exploration of structural relationships between the data.

From the 1950s on new types of electronic databases have been developed, the
hierarchical model in the 1950s, the network model in the 1960s and the rela-
tional model in the 1970s. The last model, which is based on predicate logic and
set theory (Codd 1970), contains multiple tables, each consisting of a ‘flat’ data-
base of rows and columns. The relational database as a whole is multidimen-
sional, and for that reason its complexity cannot be represented on a flat plane
and often not even in a three-dimensional model. One of the strengths of the
relational model is that, in principle, any value occurring in two different records
(belonging to the same table or to different tables) implies a relationship between
those two records. Relational databases are extremely flexible, because they en-
able the users to define queries that were not anticipated by the database de-
signers.

The current development of database models shows a tendency to even more
flexibility and a rapidly growing range of applications. Database applications
nowadays span virtually the entire range of computer software, ranging from
mainframe databases for administrative purposes and multimedia encyclopedias
on cd-roms to search engines, wikis and other Web 2.0 applications on the Inter-
net.

However, the impact of databases is not restricted to the world of computing.
Databases often function as material metaphors. This happens when they evoke acts
in the material world (Hayles 2002). Examples of these are biotechnological data-
bases used for genetic engineering, or databases implemented in industrial ro-
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bots, enabling mass customization. In addition, databases may create a surplus of
meaning, on top of their instrumental function (cf. Van den Boomen, in prepara-
tion). In that case the database functions as a conceptual metaphor which structures
our experience of ourselves and of the world.

The psychologist Maslov once noticed that for those who only have a hammer,
everything appears to be a nail. In a world in which the computer has become the
dominant technology – worldwide more than 50 billion processors are doing
their job – everything is becoming a database. As Manovich states, databases
have become the dominant cultural form of the computer age (Manovich 2002,
219).6 They are ‘onto-logical machines’ that shape both our world and our world
view. Benjamin argues in his essay that in the age of mechanical reproduction,
everything becomes an object for mechanical reproduction. This has contributed
to what is sometimes called a mechanization of the world view. In the age of
digital databases, everything – nature and culture alike – becomes an object for
recombination and manipulation.

Let us take genetic engineering as an example. The evolution of life on earth is
no longer regarded as a natural history determined by the struggle for life and the
survival of the fittest (as in classic Darwinism), but rather as one possible (contin-
gent) trajectory through the gene pool. Actually, this biological database contains
an infinite number of virtual organisms and life forms (trajectories), which in
principle can be actualized. Although not yet as spectacular as in Spielberg’s Jur-
assic Park or in science-fiction films such as Robocop, our world is increasingly
being populated with life forms created with database technologies. Why not, for
example, create a mouse with a human ear on its back or design a fluorescent
rabbit to watch it (Figures 4 and 5)?

Unlike Jurassic Park and Robocop, these examples are not the products of mere
digital imaging. The mouse with the engineered human ear implanted on its back
is the result of a medical experiment, carried out by Charles Vacanti at the Uni-
versity of Massachusetts Medical Center in 1995, whereas the fluo rabbit was ‘cre-
ated’ by the Brazilian artist Eduard Kac, who commissioned the ‘transgenic’ bun-
ny from a French lab, where scientists injected green fluorescent protein (GFP) of
a Pacific jellyfish into the ovum of an Albino rabbit (Vesna 2007).

Both Vacanti’s and Kac’s experiments have lead to heated ethical debates. In
the case of Kac’s fluo rabbit, the question was also raised whether this ‘work’ can
be called a work of art. In this sense the rabbit provokes similar questions as did,
about ninety years ago, Duchamp’s ready-mades, such as L.H.O.O.Q., a cheap
postcard-sized reproduction of the Mona Lisa, upon which Duchamp drew a mus-
tache and a goatee (Figure 6). Both Duchamp’s L.H.O.O.Q. and Kac’s fluo rabbit
raise the question of whether they are a work of art since they both employ a new,
seemingly non-artistic medium of production as a means for artistic expression,
questioning the very distinction between artistic and non-artistic objects. While
this may elucidate the reason for posing this aesthetical question, it does not

the work of art in the age of digital recombination 101



provide an answer to it. As Benjamin’s essay suggests an answer, we will return to
it once more.

Database aesthetics and politics

In ‘The work of art’ Benjamin remarks that there is no timeless answer to the
question of whether a particular object should be regarded as a work of art. An
object that was once an instrument of magic could later come to be recognized as
a work of art. In the same way, Benjamin suggests, ‘by the absolute emphasis on
its exhibition value the work of art becomes a creation with entirely new func-
tions, among which the one we are conscious of, the artistic function, later may
be recognized as incidental’ (Benjamin 1969).

Whereas in the age of mechanical reproduction it was already becoming diffi-
cult to distinguish between the artistic and non-artistic functions of the reproduc-
tion – hence, for example, the aesthetization of politics and the politization of art
which plays such an important role in Benjamin’s essay – in the age of digital
recombination, the distinction seems to get blurred altogether. Let me illustrate
this by discussing a recent database work of the Dutch computer artist and video
jockey Geert Mul. Commissioned by the Dutch Photo Museum in Rotterdam, he
built the interactive installation W4 (WHO, WHAT, WHEN, WHERE).7 This installa-
tion consists of a database containing 80,000 photographs from the digital ar-
chive of the museum and four posts that function as a filter (Figure 7). With the
help of the functions who, what, when and where, the user can explore the entire
digitalized collection. For example, one can investigate all photographs of flowers
made in Germany in 1936. Or all pictures of the Mona Lisa made between 1900
and 1920. The installation can be regarded as an interface designed to enable the
visitors to display the collection. Every visitor of the museum becomes a curator,
able to create her own exhibitions. At the same time it is a powerful interactive
artwork which transforms the visitors into VJs who create rhythmic compositions
of photographs.

What makes this installation both a brilliant example of human-computer in-
terface design and an autonomous work of art is its manipulation value. In the age
of digital recombination, the value of an object depends on the extent of its open-
ness for manipulation.8 For a contemporary scholar, a ‘databased’ version of the
collected works of a philosopher is of much greater value than a traditional paper
edition, because it enables her to execute all kinds of sophisticated searches, to
investigate implicit relationships between the texts, and to make new recombina-
tions of existing texts (De Mul, 2008). The aesthetic quality of a work strongly
depends on the elegance of the structure of the database and its user interface.9

As soon as the database play becomes a goal in itself, the database becomes an
autonomous work of art. As W4 shows, a database can be both an instance of
applied user interface design and an autonomous work of art.

102 digital material



As the number of recombinations of a database is almost infinite, the work of
art in the age of digital recombination brings about a return of the aura. Espe-
cially in those cases where the user is enabled to change the contents of the data-
base and to insert new elements in the database, each query becomes a unique
recombination. And as a consequence, the digitally recombined work of art re-
gains something of its ritual dimension. It becomes an interface between the sen-
sible and the supersensible again, now no longer located in the history of the
work, but in its virtuality, that is: the intangible totality of possible recombina-
tions. In the domain of culture we could think, for example, of websites such as
Mega Mona Lisa, where vistors are being invited to create and discuss their unique
own version of Leonardo’s Mona Lisa (Figure 8). In these versions we witness ‘the
return of the aura’. However, it is a return with a twist: what we experience is a
series of ‘original, auratic copies’ (Davis 1995). The return is also twisted because
digitally manipulated objects are even more transient than mechanical reproduc-
tions. Because of their manipulability, digital objects seem to be inherently un-
stable, like the performing arts process rather than product (cf. Bolle 1992).

As already noted, database ontology is not restricted to the domain of culture,
but applies to nature as well. In both domains database ontology shows a post-
historical character. In the age of digital recombination, dinosaurs are no longer
exclusively extinct species, they have become a future possibility as well.10 Again,
the result will be a series of ‘auratic copies’. After all, as they will appear in a
drastically changed environment, they will unavoidably be a different species.

Like Benjamin we may ask how such digitally recombined works can function
as political works of art. Digital recombination as a means of production is no
less political than mechanical reproduction. Power, political power included, is
becoming increasingly dependent on the ability to manipulate information. One
of the most prophetic claims in Benjamin’s essay is that in the age of mechanical
reproduction, the success of political leaders became increasingly dependent on
their exhibition value. However, in the western world Ronald Reagan was prob-
ably the last president who could still mainly rely on his exhibition value. In the
age of digital manipulation, politicians are becoming more and more dependent
on their manipulation value. We could think of Bush’s intended manipulation of
computer-mediated elections, or the rhetorically motivated recombination of
images in Geert Wilders’s propaganda movie Fitna, but also of the non-criminal
everyday recombination of data in order to create, control and evaluate financial,
economical and social policies.

Yet for a work of art to be political, it is not enough to be digitally recombined.
Digitally recombined works of art differ from other digitally recombined objects
because they have a reflective quality as well. A work of art challenges its recipi-
ents by directing their attention to the medium itself. Works of art are not politi-
cal because they manipulate politics, but because they reflect (on) the politics of
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manipulation. Only insofar as the fluo rabbit makes us reflect on such media
politics can it be called political art.11

A work that invites the spectator to political reflection is Geert Mul’s Match of
the day (2006), part of an art works database series, entitled Split Representations. In
the case of Match of the day, ‘a computer collects images from about thirty interna-
tional satellite television channels at random intervals. During the night, image-
recognition software analyzes the recorded images. It compares television news
with television commercials. The software compares every image with every other
single image stored in the computer, checking 5000 specified characteristics in
each image. After 1,000,000,000 comparisons, the computer generates a list.
Images that share the most characteristics appear in pairs at the top of this list.
The artist then selects a few pairs of images out of the hundreds of pairs of
images, which according to the computer make a good visual match. In a daily e-
mail-series subscribers receive this selection: the match of the day’ (Figure 9, Mul
2006).

By combining television news with television commercials, the matches of the
day represent the current socio-economic situation of the western world. On this
level it is a representation and manipulation of politics. However, the recipient
also gradually becomes aware of the politics of representation and manipulation.
‘The computer does not “understand” the images, it just applies pixel statistics.
For the human eye visual similarity is something else than pixel statistics. Because
of our inability to “see” without interpretation we attach “meaning” to everything
we see. This becomes especially evident when similar images appear to have a
different or even contrary meaning. The “matches” found by the computer and
selected by the artist, trigger sensations of poetry, humor, beauty or disgust’ (Mul
2006).

Gradually, we become aware of the inapproachability of the workings of a tech-
nology that we have invented. And we might even start to reflect on the non-hu-
man and maybe even inhuman character of this new medium. Or on the possibil-
ity that it will gradually outstrip our skills to add, browse, change and destroy.
And that we might become the ultimate object of digital manipulation. In ‘The
work of art’ Benjamin worries about the fact that mechanical reproduction alie-
nates human beings. Realizing the possibility that we might be the first species
that creates its own successors in the evolution of life and by doing so makes itself
redundant, Benjamin’s worries may soon become an object for nostalgia.

Notes

1. We should realize that the concept ‘media’ covers many different categories by which
we define media and differentiate them from other media. Even when we restrict our-
selves to so-called ‘new media’, the word ‘media’ might refer to a variety of different
things, such as material carriers, production technologies or distribution apparatus.
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2. This view does not imply media determinism. ‘Technology does not determine society:
it embodies it. But neither does society determine technological innovation: it uses it’
(Castells 1996, 5). In other words: media develop in a constant dialectical interplay with
other cultural domains, such as science, economy and politics, and cannot be ab-
stracted from human action and decisions.

3. The illustrations are available online: http://www2.eur.nl/fw/hyper/illustrations.htm.
4. ‘I propose that the symbolic in general, and especially the symbolic in art, rests upon an

intricate interplay of showing and concealing. In its irreplaceability, the work of art is
no mere bearer of meaning – as if the meaning could be transferred to another bearer.
Rather the meaning of the work of art lies in the fact that it is there’ (Gadamer 1986,
33).

5. These four basic operations are also referred to with the acronyms CRUD (Create, Read,
Update, Delete) and ACID (Add, Change, Inquire, Delete).

6. Manovich defines the database as ‘an unstructured collection of images, texts, and other
data records’ and claims that ‘the database in its most purest form’ is ‘a set of elements
not ordered in any way’ (Manovich 2002, 219, 238, italics JdM) and for that reason op-
poses the database to the cultural form of the narrative, which ‘creates a cause-and-
effect trajectory of seemingly unordered items’ (ibid, 225). I would argue, rather, that
narrative and database structure our often chaotic world in a different way. Whereas a
narrative is linear and structures the world through linking events (predominantly past)
by narrative causality, the non-linear tabular structure of the database enables the user
to manipulate future events. The narrative is not so much an antagonist of the database,
but rather one particular trajectory through a database, as Manovich himself acknowl-
edges: ‘The “user” of a narrative is traversing a database, following links between its
records as established by the database’s creator. An interactive narrative (which can be
also called a hypernarrative in an analogy with hypertext) can then be understood as the
sum of multiple trajectories through a database’ (ibid., 227, cf. De Mul 2005).

7. See http://www.geertmul.nl/Geert_Mul/NederlandsFotomuseum.html.
8. A similar point has been made by William J. Mitchell: ‘If mechanical image reproduc-

tion substituted exhibition value for cult value as Benjamin claimed, digital imaging
further substitutes a new kind of use value – input value, the capacity to be manipulated
by computer – for exhibition value’ (Mitchell 1994, 52).

9. Cf. Daniel 2000: ‘A “conception” of the “beauty” of a database is not located in the
viewer’s interpretation of a static form but in the dynamics of how a user inflects the
database through interaction with its field or frame. A database incorporates contradic-
tion; it is simultaneously recombinant and indexical, precise and scaleable, immersive
and emergent, homogeneous and heterogeneous. It is a field of coherence and contra-
diction. The aesthetic dimensions of the database arise when the user traverses this
field of unresolved contradictions. (...) Continuously emergent ontological states re-
solve as new subfields from each interaction and are integrated into the field – chang-
ing and transforming the content and structure of that field and constituting the “art
object” as a continuously evolving and fluid system. These are the conditions of possi-
bility of a “database aesthetics”’ (Daniel 2000).

10. In this sense the database ontology combines virtual reality (understood as the infinite
number of possible recombinations) with real virtuality (the recombinations that are
actually being realized).

11. Although the intention of the artist is not decisive, in the case of Kac the aim without
doubt is political: ‘My work doesn’t visualize science, it is not meant to duplicate the
information that circulates from science to media to the public. It is meant to intervene,
to change, to criticize, point out, reflect and modify’ (quoted in Allmendinger 2001).
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The design of world citizenship

A historical comparison between world exhibitions
and the web

Berteke Waaldijk

In this article I propose to compare the web, and especially Web 2.0, with world
exhibitions organised in the second half of the 19th century.1 Such a historical
and intermedia comparison may raise new questions that analyse processes of
inclusion and exclusion and the role of the medium in these processes, especially
regarding the way in which political and commercial aims are purposefully com-
bined in both instances.

The Internet and world exhibitions both provide assemblages of information,
entertainment, commerce, social cohesion and possibilities for political participa-
tion. At the world exhibitions, political objectives (popularisation of imperialism,
educating inhabitants into national citizens), commercial goals (profits by selling
food, drinks, and entertainment), and educational aims (informing citizens of
new developments in technology, promoting knowledge of the world) comple-
mented each other (Rydell 1984; Greenhalgh 1989; Grever and Waaldijk 2004).
The historical comparison helps me to ask new questions about the citizenship
that is created in the context of digitally mediated environments.

World exhibitions constituted a new medium in the 19th century. Exhibitions
were fenced-off spaces wherein experiments in new forms of representation took
place. It is therefore possible to study the connections between external exclusion
and the hierarchies produced within the gates of the exhibition. It is this inter-
connection that I want to compare to the ways by which digital information and
communication technology exclude and include people, set them free, entertain
and mobilise them.

Historical comparisons

Historical comparisons have quite a tradition in new media research. Reaching
back to historical predecessors and forerunners is a significant narrative structure
in understanding the digital revolution. John Barlow (1996), who dismisses all
forms of governmental interference in the ‘new world’ of digital communication,
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wrapped this message in a rewriting of the United States Declaration of Indepen-
dence for cyberspace. Hakim Bey (1991) compared autonomous internet commu-
nities in the 1990s to 18th-century pirate zones. Several studies have shown that
such comparisons carry undertheorized assumptions regarding class, gender and
ethnicity. Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron (2001) pointed out that the digital
freedom claimed by the ‘Founding Fathers’ from Silicon Valley was modeled on a
system of slavery with economic inequality. Laura Miller (1995) showed how the
image of cyberspace as the Wild West irrefutably leads to representations of wo-
men and children as weak creatures who need protection. Lisa Nakamura (2002)
argued that, contrary to the idea of ‘leaving our bodies behind’ in this supposedly
unmarked new country, racial stereotypes are hardwired into online interactions.

Historical comparisons have also been employed to research specific aspects of
the introduction of new media. Comparisons between form and extent of govern-
mental support for the introduction of radio allowed Robert McChesney (1999) to
describe the interactions between public space and commercial objectives in digi-
tal media. Lisa Gitelman (2006) described how recorded sound and digitally net-
worked text each emerged as local anomalies embedded within the logic of public
life and public memory. Liesbet van Zoonen (2000) pointed to the introduction of
the telephone to indicate the gender specificity of a new medium. Lev Manovich
(2002) compared the rise of digital media to early cinema, and through literary
studies, Marie-Laure Ryan (2006) compared the ways immersion and interactivity
are created in classic literary texts and in computer games.

Historical comparisons may allow us to see elements in new (and old) media
and forms of representation that were not (yet) explicit. In order to play that role,
historical research should go beyond producing either timeless similarities be-
tween all forms of representation or teleological stories of progress or decline.
This article is meant as a push for more historical comparative research in order
to understand better the possibilities and limitations of new media in processes of
inclusion and exclusion.

Utopia or nightmare?

The boom of the Internet in the 1990s has given rise to heated debates with dia-
metrically opposed perspectives. Those adhering to the emancipatory and demo-
cratic potential of the new medium hailed the coming of a ‘cyberutopia’ with un-
limited participation and opportunities to speak one’s mind (Lanham 1993;
Barlow 1996; Landow 1997). These optimists foresaw the democratisation of all
communication, as well as the erosion of traditional authorities and power rela-
tions. Alternately, pessimists saw heightened exclusion. According to them, the
development of the Internet enforces white men’s power and their financial inter-
ests, and strengthens the renewed exclusion of groups that were already margin-
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alised on the basis of gender, skin colour, poverty or sexual preference (Luke
2000; Barbrook and Cameron 2001).

Hence, on the one hand, digital culture and communication were praised as
the cradle of total democratisation; on the other hand, they were condemned as
the newest form of social division. The current debates about Web 2.0 are also
marked by these opposites. Web 2.0 is praised as ‘the architecture of participa-
tion’ (O’Reilly 2005; Jenkins 2006) and as final democracy in the form of ‘wisdom
of the crowds’ (Surowiecki 2004; Leadbetter 2008). Others warn that Web 2.0
sites like Hyves, MySpace, YouTube and Flickr constitute just another way to com-
mercially exploit interhuman communication, now by extracting data and free
labor from users (Terranova 2004; Lovink 2008).

It can be observed that cyberoptimists focus primarily on the internal functions
of the medium, whereas cyberpessimists are predominantly tainted by external
structures, such as unequal access in the 1990s or business models in the era of
Web 2.0. Optimism is easier when the authors limit themselves to the inside of
the medium: non-hierarchical forms of communication are visible within the con-
fined spaces of virtual communities, and unequal access can easily be forgotten.
Conversely, pessimistic views tend to neglect the fact that digital communication
has also resulted in the creation of counter publics. The anti/alter-globalization
movement, many grassroots movements, but also the survival of the alternative
music scene have profited from digital connectivity (Sassen 1999; Franklin 2001).
The enthusiasm about the increase in the percentage of women who have access
to computers and the Internet alternates with apocalyptic visions of child porno-
graphy and trafficking in women mediated by the Internet (Miller 1995; Green
and Adam 2001). The connections between external and internal aspects, how-
ever, are hardly ever explored in the same context. A historical comparison with
world exhibitions may begin to address this problem.

In this chapter I focus on three fields of similarities between the web and world
exhibitions. Firstly, I discuss what I call the ‘immersion’ that is created when
images, texts, and sounds are assembled together. Secondly, I focus on the fact
that both media are non-linear: the millions of visitors have the relative freedom
to choose which sites they visit and in which sequence. Lastly, visitors of both
types of representation are part of the spectacle viewed: they listen and are lis-
tened to; they see and are being seen; they follow digital tracks and leave their
marks. As a pamphlet from the world exhibition in St. Louis in 1901 warned the
visitors: ‘Please remember: the moment you enter the gates, you are part of the
show’ (Bennett 1995, 68-69).

Immersion

Digital-optimists as well as digital-pessimists describe how the anonymity of surf-
ing the web is crucial to the experience of cyberspace (Trend 2001; Weinberger
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2002). Seducing visitors in this anonymous mass is crucial: attractive design,
well-chosen images, catchy texts and interactivity are supposed to create ‘sticky
websites’ to which visitors keep returning. By constantly introducing new combi-
nations, the boundaries between communication, entertainment, commerce, and
information fade: advertisements on informative sites, information on game sites,
and games on informative pages.

Davenport and Bradley (1997) compare the web to an amusement park. The
visitor to the latter is surrounded by attractions, temporarily allowing her to forget
the limiting daily reality of embodiment and social relations. On the roller coaster
she forgets gravity; in gambling halls the necessity to work for money; and magi-
cal parks allow her to believe that fairies exist. The visitor constantly shifts roles.

The same observation can be made for Internet users. Online games perfect the
sensation of navigating in another world, but also the ‘regular’ web search for
information or entertainment entails opening yet another window, and entering
into a different world. According to some, this experience leads to new forms of
self-awareness and identity. The Internet-using subject is not unitary, coherent
and stable, but can be seen as fluctuating, fluid and rhizomatic (Plant 1998; Brai-
dotti 2002). For feminist critics, aware of the dangers of essentialist notions of
gender and ethnicity, this aspect of the Internet looks promising. The digital re-
volution may end previous forms of cultural exclusion, enabling people to enact
new identities (Turkle 1997; Landow 1997). However, critics describe how what
appears to be free entertainment, efficient gathering of information, or easy buy-
ing is in fact commercial profiling; corporations have found yet another aspect of
human existence to exploit (Luke 2000; Terranova 2004; Lovink 2008).

However, no matter whether the end of univocal identity is welcomed as a de-
sired transformation or disqualified as a way to create superficial consumers, the
question remains of whether this process is a direct result of the creation of digi-
tal worlds. At this point, a comparison with the experiences of world-exhibition
visitors in the second half of the 19th century may be useful. In such spaces visi-
tors could lose themselves in many different worlds by traveling into virtual
spaces. Just like the surfer clicking from website to website, performing different
roles – as customer, information searcher, or participant in a political discussion
– the world exhibition visitor’s role altered when moving from pavilion to pavi-
lion. Sometimes she was a student being taught about the world, other times a
customer at a mischievous show, sometimes a colonial ruler imagining herself in
imperialist power structures. Just like the web, world exhibitions constructed all-
encompassing experiences, where visitors could lose themselves in images,
sounds, and information.

The first world exhibition took place in London in 1851. Millions of visitors
flocked to the glass palace where the glory and the power of the British Empire
were celebrated (Hobsbawm 1975). France, having a long tradition of national
industry exhibitions, soon followed (Paris 1855, 1867, 1889, 1900), alternating
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with the United States (1876, 1893) and other European cities. The last decades of
the 19th century beheld an immense array of international and colonial exhibi-
tions (Rydell 1984; Gudehus 1992). The First World War implied a decrease in
frequency but not in scope.

Soon, a fixed design for world exhibitions was established. In the central sec-
tion of the venues several countries exhibited, and systematic attention was paid
to raw materials, industry, crafts, art, and social relations. The intention was to
enlarge international prestige and status. The organising countries constructed
large building projects and infrastructure. The Eiffel Tower is the most famous
example, but also in Chicago, Barcelona and Vienna the remains of the buildings
and terrain of the world exhibitions are still to be found. The enterprises were
often joint ventures of national authorities and corporations. The Krupp firm dis-
played their newest cannons; Edison revealed the possibilities of electricity; and
the new medium of film was introduced to the larger public (Grever and Waaldijk
2004).

Millions of people visited these events, paying a substantial entrance fee, but
the exhibitions did not derive their success from just national and company pro-
paganda. The entertainment industry that emerged in the margins soon became
the economic core through which exhibitions remained afloat. The operation of
restaurants, cafes and a wide range of attractions such as dance and theatre
shows (the Wild West Shows by Buffalo Bill, the shows by Barnum and Bailey),
and fairground attractions (the roller coaster, the Ferris wheel) yielded the orga-
nisers a vast sum of money (De Cauter 1993; Kasson 2000). To the visitors, these
attractions often constituted the core of the exhibition experience (Greenhalgh
1989). The accompanying attractions provided a range of sensorial experiences
that heightened the sensation of entering new worlds: the visitor smelled, felt,
tasted, and heard strange things. The visitor was immersed in another world; one
needed to travel to get there and had to cross the turnstile to enter.

Visiting the world exhibition was also a virtual visit to a different part of the
world. Timothy Mitchell (1989) described the effort made by designers to entice
visitors to feel as though they were in Egypt while being in Paris. Even the paint
on the Egyptian houses was artificially made to flake off. Annie Coombes (1987)
showed how the feeling of being lost in an unknown jungle was often used to sell
the imperialist idea of the ‘white man’s burden’ to British working class visitors.

Such observations reveal that the visitors’ experiences were carefully orche-
strated. The displays and attractions that constituted the world exhibition were
purposefully designed. This was clear to the visitors; they saw the backside of the
decor and read the accompanying pamphlets. In that sense, the difference be-
tween the representation and the represented was affirmed. In his analysis of
colonial exhibitions, Mitchell asserts that even though the representations yield
to full immersion, simultaneously a strict division was created between exhibition
and visitor: ‘the more the exhibit drew in and encircled the visitor, the more the
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gaze was set apart from it, as mind (in our Cartesian imagery) is said to be apart
from the material world’ (Mitchell 2000, 301). According to Mitchell, Western
visitors were trained to view the world from a colonial perspective. They learnt to
look at the world as a collection of representations from which they could dis-
tance themselves.

Mitchell stresses the confusing multitude of impressions imposed on the visi-
tor, but he also showed how this paradoxically contributed to a heightened feel-
ing of distancing and control. Especially the visitors’ capacity to know exactly
what was real and what make-believe affirmed their ‘Cartesian judgement’ and
the omnipotent fantasy of Western imperialism. At exhibitions they learnt to look
at the entire world as a representation, and to imagine themselves as superior,
more capable than others of understanding what was represented. Visitors of
world exhibitions were thus not completely engrossed in the representation; their
immersion was bound up with Cartesian distance.

Applying Mitchell’s thesis to the digital domain begs the question of how Inter-
net users experience immersion. Do they immerse completely in a transparent
medium, or is their immersion connected to the capability to switch from one
role or window to the next, thus producing a sense of distanced control? In this
context I wish to refer to the comparison with ‘forgetting oneself’ that occurs
according to literary theorist Ryan (2001) when reading literary texts. She argues
that a reader may lose herself in a text even when aware of the literary techniques.
A detective novel may be especially thrilling when the reader is conscious of the
author’s textual techniques to hide clues. Modernist authors like Brecht and
Woolf experimented with ways to make readers conscious of the literary means
employed, and postmodern novels often use these techniques as the core of the
construction.

From that observation one can compare the experiences of exhibition visitors
and surfers. A lot points to the fact that exhibition visitors were both impressed
by what was represented and by the technical ingenuity involved. As they had at
their disposal visual reconstructions (villages, real cannons, live performances) as
well as printed meta-information, visitors switched between immersion and dis-
tancing. In the colonial sections, partly serious and partly amusing, this double
focus was strikingly apparent. Visitors were invited to lose themselves in watching
exotic performances and could later feel themselves colonial officials who super-
iorly overlooked the colony.

This phenomenon resembles the results of game studies research which claim
that computer gaming is marked by a double consciousness. In the game the
player is immersed as a hero, discoverer, or town planner aiming for victory or
success, but she is simultaneously aware of the rules of play and the developers’
strategies (Copier 2007). In short, gamers too oscillate between immersion and
distancing.
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It seems plausible that the combination of immersion and distancing is present
in other computer and Internet practices as well. Several new media scholars
(Turkle 1997; Bolter and Grusin 2000; Manovich 2002) stress the importance of
the metaphor of the plurality of windows, enabling a less defined subject posi-
tion: the user can see and relate to several things simultaneously, alternating be-
tween immediacy and hypermediacy, between transparency and opacity, between
immersion and distance.

The historical comparison between the web and world exhibitions enables a
deepening of the understanding of the relation between power and immersion.
Just like world exhibition visitors, web visitors do not languidly succumb to the
commercial goals of entrepreneurs – immersion and distance go hand in hand.
Users (viewers, readers) do not indiscriminately swallow what is offered; they
construct a useful meaning while being aware of the rules of the genre. Access to
the web not only requires hardware and a connection, but also knowledge of the
medium, such as skills in browsing, searching and selecting, and acquaintance
with end user license agreements. In that sense the web visitors’ set of capital,
knowledge and skills is comparable to the entry tickets and pamphlets of the ex-
hibition that reminded the visitors time and time again of the technical ingenious-
ness of the designers. I argue that in both cases the entrance conditions guide the
visitors in their experiences of both power and immersion.

The end of linearity

The next question is what this temporary immersion implies for the visitor’s self-
image. Characteristic of both modes is that the visitors participate in an experi-
ence in which different behavioural aspects alternate. On the Internet another
genre is always within reach, subsequently and simultaneously, by opening an-
other window. A teenager may visit gamezone.com while chatting on MSN, si-
multaneously downloading music, and casually searching for the latest episode
of her favourite TV show.

The combination of ‘seriousness’ and ‘entertainment’ at world exhibitions
meant that political goals, whether to popularise British imperialism or to cele-
brate women’s emancipation, always took place in the context of the touristic and
consumptive pleasure of a trip. World exhibitions were one of the first occur-
rences of modern mass tourism (Hobsbawm 1975, 47). Visitors could choose in
which sequence and order of priority to indulge in the various aspects of the
world exhibition. A visit to the exhibition was not a linear experience like listen-
ing to a speech, reading an essay, or visiting a museum.

For the first generation of cyberoptimists such as Lanham (1993) and Landow
(1997), the non-linear structure of digital texts was one of the most promising
aspects of the digital revolution. Landow mentions the convergence of post-struc-
turalist deconstruction and digital technology, whereas Lanham argues that hy-
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pertext echoes Barthes’s view on text as the result of the interplay between reader
and author. According to these writers, the disciplining power of print dissolves
in digital hypertext: the power that forces the reader to start at the beginning of a
sentence and follow the author to the full stop, thus abiding by the author’s
authority. Non-linear texts were supposed to create responsible and independent
readers, and even turn them into writers themselves since their reading strategies
produce a new text. Weinberger (2002) describes the technology of hyperlinks as
a revolution comparable to the transition of oral to written culture. This liberatory
aspect of hyperlinking is celebrated even more by Web 2.0 advocates, who claim
that a collective intelligence is emerging through non-linear patterns of tagging
and linking (Leadbetter 2008; Shirky 2008).

However new this may seem, modes of representation which do not force the
viewer or reader into a linear tunnel have existed for a long time. I consider world
exhibitions an important example of this. Though directed and carefully scripted,
often by a national committee, the focus of such control was limited. Organizers
could not contribute more than marginal suggestions. The exhibition terrain was
characterised by far-reaching freedom, thus markedly different from its contem-
porary museums, which directed sequence, hierarchy and meaning for its visitors
(Coombes 1987; Greenhalgh 1989).

Visitors to exhibitions used such liberties extensively. Documented accounts
suggest that visitors enjoyed the knowledge they gained about the structure of
the exhibition. They advised others about attractive routes and not-to-be-missed
exhibits.

From financial reports we know that the success of the exhibitions was largely
due to visits to the entertainment sections, though official reports remarkably lack
these accounts; the organisers were especially proud of their educational suc-
cesses. They described how groups of laborers (often at their employers’ expense)
learnt about industry and the colonies (Grever and Waaldijk 2004). The fact that
most visitors fondly remembered the entertainment rather than the official aims
of the exhibition was not mentioned in the official reports. These were strongly
biased by the hierarchical distinction between education (raising good citizens)
and entertainment (selling to consumers).

The visitors’ experience of freedom to choose sequence and priority is crucial
to understanding the success of world exhibitions. This freedom resembled the
freedom of customers in a market or a department store: they watched, tested,
and weighed. The comparison between world exhibitions and department stores
was taken up by both Walter Benjamin (see Buck-Morris 1999) and Mitchell
(1989). In department stores customers could ‘vote with their feet’. They went to
sections that interested them the most and stopped in front of shop windows that
attracted their attention. Mitchell points out that the glass of the shop window
transformed merchandise into objects. Through the distance and the glass that
separated viewer from object, the consumer article changed into an object, and
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the visitor into viewer. Anne McClintock (1995) further extends this comparison
and describes how advertising techniques and the popularisation of imperialism
strengthened each other. World exhibitions place the world in a shop window,
turning Western visitors into window shoppers, and thereby altering their world
view. World citizenship came to include the consumers’ freedom to choose.

Historians’ focus on the consumption and amusement side of exhibitions can
be useful for a nuanced insight into the identities constructed by such freedom.
By showing how the combination of being a citizen and a consumer was an indis-
pensable element of visiting exhibitions, it urges us to take consumerism ser-
iously. This also holds true for the Internet. Websites are deeply marked by adver-
tising. Yet, focusing on commerce as the sole dimension of the web is
insufficient. Just like world exhibitions, Internet meeting places combine com-
mercial entertainment with serious instruction, with education, and with propa-
ganda. It is precisely this combination which enables visitors to constantly oscil-
late between identities: one moment citizen, the other consumer.

The political effects of this switching mechanism are profound and need to be
analysed in terms of gender, class and ethnicity. The world exhibitions turned
imperialism into nationally supported projects. Inhabitants who had never set
foot in a colony suddenly felt connected with overseas officials and entrepreneurs
by buying products and enjoying colonial arts and crafts (Legêne and Waaldijk
2001). This meant a rearrangement of gender and colonial citizenship. Since wo-
men in the colonial metropolis were supposed to be experts in the field of food
and clothing, they could relate to and identify themselves with colonial projects of
the mother country (Grever and Waaldijk 2004).

The exhibitions also offered possibilities for opposing political identities. Sec-
tions dealing with the position of women were often featured, and advanced the
international infrastructure of the women’s movement (Waaldijk 1999; Grever
2000). At the world exhibition in Chicago in 1893, Fredrick Douglas and Ida B.
Wells protested against the discrimination of black Americans in the US (Douglas
1893; Carby 1987). The socialist Second International was established during the
world exhibition in Paris in 1889. These examples raise the question of interaction
between consumption-based entertainment and emancipation movements: how
did these political minority movements succeed in foregrounding their goals,
while being surrounded by fairground attractions? Lauren Rabinovitz (1998) pro-
vides a new perspective on this issue as she points out that world exhibitions,
together with department stores, were the first public spaces in which women
could look and inspect. According to Rabinovitz, the new role of women as con-
sumers of the entertainment industry was a crucial moment in the history of the
emancipation movement. Research into how Internet users combine political par-
ticipation with consumption and entertainment may profit from analyses of such
spectacular events as world exhibitions.
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Being part of the show

Many cyberpessimists stress the unprecedented possibilities of digital communi-
cation for surveillance and control. The almost unlimited potential of the state
and business to gather details of people’s lives and the subsequent loss of privacy
is regarded as too high a price for the convenience of the Internet. Conversely,
many forms of digital activism show that digital control can be reversed or other-
wise subverted. Again, it is illustrative to establish the comparison with exhibition
visitors’ resistance and critique.

Men and women from the colonies and other non-western regions were pre-
sent at the world and national exhibitions, as human showcases. The visitors
were invited to look at them, but of course the empire looked back. Fascinating
moments occur when the gaze is reversed. The initial logic of representation was
interrupted when the people on display gazed back. Fredrick Douglas’s protest
exemplifies this. Other examples are the strikes by Dutch carpet weavers and Java-
nese dancers at the Dutch National Exhibition of Women’s Labour in The Hague
(Grever and Waaldijk 2004).

Because world exhibitions reached for the sky in representing the world, large
parts of the world were indeed present at the exhibition. The people who were
there to ensure that the represented countries looked ‘real’ did actually originate
from those countries. They were the ones who performed shows and presenta-
tions. Time and time again they resisted confinement in a virtual world. They
bridged the gap between the actual space of the exhibition and the representation
of other spaces. They approached visitors, asked for money, and voiced their opi-
nions (Rony 1998). The perfection of the life experience of visiting an unknown
culture or foreign country reaches a limit when viewers and the viewed realise that
the one who looks can also be looked at.

Though the power differentials between viewers and viewed were unsymmetri-
cal, they did allow for this relation to be subverted. Cracks in the image appeared:
visitors felt exposed, ill at ease in their roles, wondered what the exhibited people
thought of them, and established contact in some instances (Grever and Waaldijk
2004). Fatimah Rony (1996) described how exhibited people at ethnological exhi-
bitions in the beginning of the 20th century could escape their imposed role of
exotic ‘other’. They returned the gaze, approached visitors, tried to collect money,
established sexual contacts, and became involved in conflicts taking place across
the fence.

Moreover, visitors ogled not only the exhibited people but also each other. The
slight feeling of unease that people felt when facing the exhibited ‘other’ caused
them to realise they were part of the show. Rabinovitz (1998, 50) analysed the
intersecting gazes on the exhibition terrain. In a meticulous analysis of images
and drawings of the world exhibition in Chicago, 1893, she showed that visitors
of exhibitions were always watched. Gender and ethnicity play a crucial part in
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these processes. White women looked at other visitors and at exhibited (mostly
non-Western) men and women. In turn, these white women were looked at by
men. Such analyses show that the traditional gender inequality between looking
men and to-be-looked-at women may in some ways become subverted at exhibi-
tions.

How do the insights into the directions of gazes at world exhibitions contribute
to insight in the uses of Internet and Web 2.0? The visitor of websites is in a way
invisibly visible by digital traces. Studies into these issues are generally conducted
in the light of concerns about state surveillance and privacy (Lyon 1994). But the
surfer is not only the object of political monitoring by governments and investiga-
tion services, but also of marketing strategies and market surveillance. Website
visits dissolve the boundary between consuming, gathering information, and po-
litical participation. Presumably not every Internet user knows about IP numbers,
a unique identification number assigned to every device connected to the Internet,
or cookies, small packets of user data stored on the user’s computer, allowing
websites to track surfers’ exact behaviour and choices. Combined with the data
of other users, this results in personally targeted advertisements: ‘People who
ordered this book were also interested in...’ Most Web 2.0 services are based on
collecting and reassembling such user-generated data, and derive their business
models on these principles of ‘harnessing collective intelligence’ (O’Reilly 2005).
Those whose information is gathered may demand goods or services in return; in
fact, you pay with your privacy. This ‘customer-card model’ turns surfers into
consumers, and their protests into consumer strikes, even when the service seems
to be free of charge. The sense of being free to see anything on the web has its
counterpart in being viewed. In some ways this requires knowledge – just as ex-
hibition visitors had to be warned that they themselves were part of the show, web
surfers should be educated about the risks of their visibility.

The historical and intermedia comparison I have conducted in this article helps
me to formulate new questions about the citizenship that is being created in web-
based environments. As in world exhibitions, a visitor in a web context is not just
‘losing herself’ in immersion but also exercising the power of a navigator who
knows the rules of the genre. To a certain degree both kinds of visitors can create
their own trajectories, swapping the identity of a citizen for the identity of a con-
sumer and back again. If we want to understand the participation and citizenship
that results from these alternating roles, it is crucial to see how this implies a
close link between political participation and consumerist ‘picking and choosing’.
When citizenship and consumer experiences become so deeply intertwined, the
crucial question is what happens to those who do not share in the power of con-
sumption? Will political participation be the privilege of those who know how to
consume?
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Finally, the comparison of contemporary web environments with world exhibi-
tions of a century before allows us to explore the implications of the connection
between seeing and being seen. The fact that visitors know themselves to be the
object of the gaze of others is not just a price to be paid for entertainment, it
becomes part of a sense of power and authority. Again, this shows how the divi-
sion between the political and the commercial cannot be maintained, either at
world exhibitions or in web environments. Choosing a YouTube video is a social,
commercial, and political act. These cannot be understood within the limits of
sociological, economic or political analyses. Citizenship in multimedia contexts
consists of civil, political, economic and cultural elements, and understanding
citizenship requires studying the interactions between these elements. Without
such an approach, it seems impossible to understand how external access and
internal freedom interact.

Note

1. This article is an updated version of ‘Wereldtentoonstellingen en het World Wide Web:
Een historische vergelijking’, published in Dutch in Tijdschrift voor Genderstudies 6 (1)
(2003). I want to thank Marianne van den Boomen for her generous and perceptive
advice about references to the critical debate on Web 2.0. I profited from discussions
about citizenship in several contexts. Special thanks are due to the working group
Teaching Empires of the ATHENA3/Socrates Network, and the colleagues and students
in the Utrecht University Graduate Gender Programme.
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‘And machine created music’

Cybergothic music and the phantom voices of the
technological uncanny

Isabella van Elferen

And God saw everything that he had made and behold: it was good
And God created man
And man created Machine
And Machine created music
And Machine saw everything it had created and said—behold

As many of the chapters in this book show, technology and culture cannot be
separated from one another in early 21st-century daily life. New media technolo-
gies shape the way we perceive and interact with the world around us: since they
guide our perception and have acquired their own agency, they are also actors in
the networked structure of our day-to-day activities. Digital music is an interest-
ing example of these two aspects of technological mediation: not only do we hear
this music through the digital media of keyboards, samplers and MIDI – and we
might download it in mp3 format via P2P networks – we also interact with it with
the help of digital agents such as iPods, Internet radio and club turntables. The
lyrics to Apoptygma Berzerk’s ‘Kathy’s Song (Come Lie Next to Me)’ quoted above
ponder the possibility that technology has even acquired its own creative agency: it
is Machine, not God or man, that created music, and Machine that observes the
human perception of and interaction with it.

The possibility of autonomous technological agency has given rise to utopian
as well as doom scenarios in literature, film and music since Mary Shelley’s Fran-
kenstein (1818). With the rise of digital technology and artificial intelligence, the
number of such scenarios has increased. Characters such as Star Wars’ Darth Va-
der, Agent Smith in The Matrix trilogy and even the dreaded ‘millennium bug’ all
signify that although the seemingly limitless possibilities of technology open fas-
cinating new perspectives, they could simultaneously threaten some of the bor-
ders of humanity and even morality that we always thought were stable. In a simi-
lar vein, the autonomous agency of music technology has evoked enthusiasm as
well as resistance among music lovers. If electronic and digital genres such as
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house, trance, industrial and minimal explore the possibilities of computer-gen-
erated noise to its utmost borders, other genres such as rock, indie and singer-
songwriting explicitly prefer human voices over digital ones. The infamous public
rejection of Bob Dylan’s electric guitar was followed by the distrust of synthesi-
zers and drum computers in the early 1980s, and of digitally produced house and
electro in the 1990s and 2000s. Theorists such as Kodwo Eshun and Richard Mid-
dleton have asked the question of whether what we hear in digital music is the
voice of the cyborg, and how this cyborg music challenges the borders of ‘natural’
music as we know it (cf. Eshun 2000; Middleton 2006).

In this chapter I address these aspects of digital music through the lens of
Gothic criticism. I shall study the contemporary Gothic phenomenon of cyber-
goth music, arguing that bands like Apoptygma Berzerk and Tanzwut mingle the
technological agency of digital music with the human agency of the voice and let
the resulting cyborg sound interrogate the fluid borders between these mixed
agencies. This is networked music, originating from a close collaboration be-
tween humans and nonhumans – it is the tune sung by the golem come to life
and enjoying its technocultural origin. From the point of view of Gothic theory,
moreover, cybergothic music has adopted an aesthetic that is thoroughly liminal,
that is, located in a borderland: it dwells in between anthropomorphic and Fran-
kensteinian sensibilities and confronts the uncanniness that such emphatically
de-humanised mediation brings along. The Gothic approach to these themes al-
lows for digital music and nonhuman musical agency to be studied from new
angles: what does the borderland between human and nonhuman music look
like? Can we distinguish the ghosts that its mediation might evoke and identify
the uncanny sides of the ‘digital material’ of cybergothic music?

The Gothic dimensions of technoculture: the uncanny, ghosts,
mediation

The Gothic is a form of cultural criticism that foregrounds the shadow side of self
and the margins of culture. By doing so, the Gothic interrogates and often perso-
nifies the uncannily present subcurrents which may render a person or culture
irrational, unpredictable, possibly dangerous. From the 18th-century Gothic novel
to contemporary Goth subcultures,1 it has served as a signifier of cultural crises
and negotiated the anxieties that accompany them through an active confronta-
tion with feelings of unease (cf. Punter and Byron 2004, 39). The critical stance of
the Gothic highlights the fragmentation, distortion and hidden dimensions of
selfhood and reality. It works like a rearview mirror, unveiling the absent pre-
sence of the past, of the Other, of the imaginary, of fear within the here and now.
Thereby, it forces the one who looks into that mirror to discern such spectres
roaming the spaces in between existing dichotomies. The spectres visible in the
Gothic mirror are the forces that, according to Freud, give us the uneasy feeling
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that our home – that is, the domestic sphere, our perception of identity, of con-
sciousness or culture – has become unhomely, unheimlich, uncanny. The uncanny
may remain a paranoid feeling that we try to suppress, it may take the shape of
the barely perceivable spectre of the unconscious haunting consciousness, and it
may also appear in a ghost story that makes us contemplate the stability of our
respective homes and discover to our dismay that perhaps it is not so stable and
safe after all (cf. Smith 2007). While moving to and fro between opposites, the
Gothic reaches for the uncanny borderland beyond dialectic. The Gothic is lo-
cated in an eternal in-between; simultaneously dialectic and motionless, it signals
and negotiates cultural crises through a radical incorporation of ambivalence.

This ambivalence takes on many shapes, starting with the presence of past and
future in the present that is endorsed by the Gothic’s rewriting gesture. The si-
multaneously nostalgic and transgressive rewriting of past situations and atti-
tudes furnishes one of the consistent links between the various historical appear-
ances of the Gothic. While 18th-century Gothic novels focused on the unspoken
presence of medieval and spiritual pasts in enlightened Europe, the Goth genre in
contemporary popular music and subculture has rewritten texts and themes from
earlier (Gothic) times ever since Bauhaus’s 1979 single ‘Bela Lugosi’s Dead’,
which is often considered the first Gothic rock song (Hodkinson 2002, 36). In
spite of the constant recontextualisations that cause slight alterations in its out-
ward appearance, it is the nostalgic and transgressive gesture of the Gothic that
gives it a transhistorical quality (Van Elferen 2007, 2ff). A specific type of rewrit-
ing takes place in the remediation of a story from one medium into another; Bram
Stoker’s novel Dracula, for instance, has been recast in paintings, films, songs,
and computer games, each not only narrating the story, but also adding new
layers of interpretation through the medial agencies of the (moving) image and
sound themselves. Gothic rewriting can also take the practical guise of re-enact-
ment. In re-enactment, the nostalgic and transgressive rewriting of the Gothic is
directly embodied. Dressing up as Dracula or dancing to Bauhaus, the remedia-
tion of Stoker’s protagonist through the body enables the modern Goth to act out
her own interpretation – and that in turn engenders wholly new meanings in her
social surroundings. Gothic rewriting, then, always endorses a chronological
overlap between various historical times, and this uncanny act of (re)mediation
excavates the ghosts that lie buried under the surface of the culture it originates
in.

Present-day techno- and cybergothic currents look into the rearview mirror of
technoculture and confront the spectres that roam it. As Gothic stories from
Frankenstein to the ‘millennium bug’ testify, the possibility of nonhuman agency
and virtual worlds has given rise to feelings of destabilisation regarding notions
of humanity and reality. Although nature-technology and information-material
dichotomies are arguably obsolete in the current academic debate (Schäfer and
Rieder 2008), the remains of them still seem to be alive in early 21st-century cul-
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ture. Even if ambient, wireless and on-demand technology have become indispen-
sible partners for our everyday activities, the (un)thinkable limits of technological
autonomy still cause individuals and societies to worry. Many theorists have ar-
gued that we therefore live in an age of technocultural crisis in which the pre-
sence of nonhuman agents has rendered our familiar world uncanny. Building
on Kittlerean media theory, Fred Botting has demonstrated how the Gothic genre
offers a means to reflect upon the possibly uncanny sides of technology. The
agency of technology confronts the media user with the ‘spectres, monsters and
undead’ that are conjured up by magic lanterns, cinematography, digital realities
and artificial intelligence alike (Botting 2005, 24). These are spectres that origi-
nate in a world in which technology and culture are no longer distinct, but still
those ghosts frighten us – might our own desire for clear demarcations between
the two be undead?

In Gothic fiction, the uncanny borderlands beyond taxonomy are often symbo-
lised by deserted houses, landscapes or cityscapes, or labyrinths. These desolate
spaces are invariably haunted, as they house repressed or tabooed desires and
anxieties that are otherwise safely tucked away in categorised truths. Gothic
ghosts like Darth Vader, the Borg in Star Trek and the Terminator represent the
concrete (and anthropomorphical) manifestation of such ambivalences regarding
cyberculture. They signify the fear of posthuman agency, technologically pro-
duced doppelganger, and moral vacuum, respectively; and these feelings occur
simultaneously with the unbridled fascination for cyberculture that is symbolised
by the characters in Gibson’s book Neuromancer, Cronenburg’s film eXistenZ, and
Faithless’s hymn ‘God is a DJ’. When examined through a Gothic lens, technocul-
ture – and cyberspace in particular – thus appears as a new deserted and uncanny
place, simultaneously inhabited by the ghosts of enthusiasm and fright for the
potencies of technology.

But it is not only within the Gothic narrative that a liminal borderland comes
into being. Julian Wolfreys has demonstrated that telling a story can open up a
Gothic space (Wolfreys 2001, 3). The act of narration, he argues, is a kind of
phantasmagoria that is not necessarily pleasant: it allows the past to enter the
present, and alternative realities to overlie the known. The uncanny accompanies
storytelling; it is the unrepresented lurking behind presentation, the unknown
saliently present in the known. While an omniscient narrator seems to possess
hidden knowledge simply because he represents the literary medium, a reader
knows more than a book character because she holds the medium itself in her
hand and can flip through to the end. And this holds true for more than just
literary narration. Indeed, every act of mediation, be it textual, visual or auditory,
can evoke a Gothic conflation of overlapping temporalities and realities, and can
foreground the hiatus between fantasy and fantasist through the effects of hyper-
mediacy (Bolter and Grusin 2000) or – with Botting – between medium and spec-
tator (cf. Law 2006). A medium itself can function as a ‘third place’ between the
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mediated phenomenon and its audience: the mobile phone may appear as a phan-
tom voice, music technology may allow ghosts from the past to sing their song,
digital avatars may be perceived as disembodied spectres. Gothic narratives are
thus encapsulated by the Gothic narratology of mediation and rewriting, which
gives technoculture a second layer of uncanniness: not only does technology chal-
lenge old taxonomies of what is real/human and what is not through its creation
of third order simulacra, new media also destabilise the narratological basis of
those very simulacra. Technogothic ghosts roam the borderland beyond the na-
ture-technology distinction, but they simultaneously haunt the media themselves
that facilitate that borderland’s existence. The protagonist Trinity in The Matrix,
for instance, lives both in a computer simulation (‘the matrix’) and in what is left
of the pre-technological world (‘the real world’), but she also haunts Neo as a
text-based avatar on his PC during his hacking activities. The ghost is in the ma-
chine as well as in the new reality that the machine creates.

Uncanny music technology and the cybergothic

If every act of mediation can evoke a Gothic conflation of temporalities and reali-
ties, this holds especially true for musical mediation. The medium of music itself
functions as a performative ‘memory machine’ that involuntarily stirs past emo-
tions and experiences (Benschop 2007), even in the case of hearing music one has
never heard, for even the smallest entities of music – the timbre of a violin, the
melody of a bass riff, the rhythm of a techno beat – will stir the memory of a
similar musical experience, transport the listener into that past experience and
reinscribe it with present connotations (Van Elferen and De Vries forthcoming).
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari argue that music is ‘on the side of the nomadic’
because the moment it is activated, it challenges spatial and temporal constella-
tions (Deleuze and Guattari 1986, 88). These qualities render music vectral as well
as spectral: music’s memory machine activates vectors into the realm of memory,
emotion, and imagination, and in this capacity, like other media, it invites alter-
native realities to shroud the listener’s known reality. And these musical qualities
cannot but be activated. ‘The indefensible ear’ (Schwartz 2003) must hear music,
the listener must embark on its lines of flight towards the spaces in between past
and present, must rewrite her own history. Music can function as a Gothic med-
ium par excellence: not only does it endorse an overlap of past and present, it simul-
taneously foregrounds itself as the mediator of that overlap (‘This music reminds
me of…’). For these reasons music’s vectors are an excellent vehicle for Gothic
transgression: they provide gateways to liminal borderlands beyond the here and
now.

The advent of music technology has intensified the vectral and spectral facul-
ties of music. Douglas Rushkoff has described how music technology engenders
a timespace of its own whose effect is Dionysian: it creates a suspension of the
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boundaries of everyday time and space that is nearly orgiastic in character
(Rushkoff 1994, 217-18). Digital production and performance, moreover, have re-
moved human agency from musical narration. Music recording is dehumanised
rewriting: it is phenomenologically determined through the mechanical replaying
of bits of past time in the present time, allowing past experiences to interact with
present ones (Evens 2005, 53). The uncanny aspect of mediation is thereby en-
larged to uneasy proportions: recording technology, sampling and digitalization,
not only generates musical echoes from the past, but also doubles, transforms
and distorts them. Musical mediation forces the listener to perceive the disembo-
died ‘voices of the dead’ (Sterne 2003) and even phantom ‘voices from the void’
(Sconce 2000): echoes from a hollow space, presences without origin whose sole
agent seems to be the technology generating their sound. Digitally produced mu-
sic rubs the spectral narrative principle of the ghost story in our face, and cyber-
gothic musical styles thrive on exactly that starting point.

The Goth scene appropriated technological developments from an early stage.
Shelley’s Frankenstein has been followed by numerous technogothic books and
films, the Net.Goth communities of the early 1990s have evolved into countless
Gothic web communities (Whittaker 2007), and since the mid-1990s cybergoths
have incorporated technology in music, lyrics and clothing. One difference be-
tween the historical Gothic and Goth subcultures is that the latter embody the
Gothic spectres of their age. Dressed up like cyborgs, cybergoths enact the
ghosts that haunt technoculture, and as such perform the uncanniness that per-
vades our evaluation of technology. Just like those ghosts, they signify ambiva-
lence; neither rejecting nor embracing technology, neither judgmental nor ec-
static about it, they are a living emblem testifying that in our encounter with
cyberreality, fascination goes hand in hand with fear – they enact the utopian
and the shadow sides of technoculture at once. This Gothic stance is expressed
in various ways in cybergoth subculture, most notably through the uncanny
sound of cybergothic music.

A distinct portion of Gothic music is heavily imbued with technology, with
regards to instrumentation, compositional processes, and lyrics. In the 1980s, the
Belgian band Front 242 created Electronic Body Music (EBM). Front 242 mixed
Depeche Mode’s synthpop, The Cure’s new wave, and Kraftwerk’s industrial
noise, and garnished the resulting mechanical drones with dark lyrics celebrating
undeath and science-fiction utopias/dystopias. EBM’s orchestra is the synthesizer,
one of the instruments described by Richard Middleton as creators of musical
doubles, non-sounds and ‘siren bodies’ (Middleton 2006). It works according to
the principle of schizophonia, the separation of a sound from its origin (Schafer
1977, 273), that gives birth to second- or even third-order simulacrum sounds.
The synth’s phantom voices operate as musical symbols of the themes in EBM
lyrics. EBM was very influential in Goth and industrial musical scenes of the late
1980s and early 1990s; from the early 1990s onwards, bands such as Feindflug in
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Germany and VNV Nation in England started to combine EBM with the ultimately
machine-made musical style, techno, into cybergothic music. This musical style
typically has a high bpm (beat per minute) count, and its harmonic structure is
built on the rhythmical basses of techno and trance; synthesizer chords, indus-
trial and digital sounds function as characteristic fillers of the musical texture.
Cybergoth replaces the lyrical melodies laid out over mainstream techno with
(mostly male) low-pitched vocals, grunts, or echoed voice distortion. Musical
form in cybergothic is often remarkably traditional in the sense that it consists of
an intro, two or three verses, a refrain, a bridge, and an outro.

The lyrics of cybergothic music show that its appropriation of technology is by
no means uncritical, but rather ambivalent; in this sense, cybergoth bands give a
more differentiated (if somewhat cynical) reaction to the musical cyberutopianism
of artists such as Justin Timberlake and Missy Elliott (cf. McCutcheon 2007). As
an example follow the intro to and very last line of ‘Kathy’s Song (Come Lie Next
To Me)’ by Norwegian band Apoptygma Berzerk (from Welcome to the Earth, Metro-
polis Records 2000), in which Machine is the next deity of the Genesis, who cre-
ates music like God creates man:

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth
And the earth was without form and void
And darkness was upon the face of the dead
And God said: let there be light
And there was light
And God saw the light, that it was good
And God divided the light from the darkness
And God called the light day and the darkness he called night
And God saw everything that he had made and behold: it was good
And God created man
And man created Machine
And Machine created music
And Machine saw everything it had created and said—behold

[beat sets in]

[verses and refrain describing ill-fated love]

And on the seventh day, Machine pressed stop.
[music stops abruptly]

‘Kathy’s Song’ reflects the musical heritage of cybergothic music and EBM, evok-
ing associations of Depeche Mode ‘gone digital’ (and as such in fact does not
sound unlike Depeche Mode’s 2005 album Playing the Angel). In line with the intro
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text, a drum computer, a synthesizer and digitally manipulated voices are the
main determiners of the song’s timbre. These compositional choices foreground
the autonomous agency of music technology: this cybercultural narrative is not
only facilitated but also underlined by its own mediation, and what we perceive
are voices from the borderland between biological and technocultural musical
realities. The love story in the song’s core text is balanced by Machine’s powers
in intro and outro, which once again stresses the cooperation of human and non-
human actors in the creation of Apoptygma Berzerk’s musical universe.

There are several videos available for ‘Kathy’s Song.’ The ‘official’ MTV version
consists only of digitally visualised soundwaves that are entirely consistent with
the band’s version of Genesis; the more popular ‘Ferry Corsten remix’ video
shows a pan view of New York City interspersed with digital manipulations of
growing plants in empty spaces like deserts and jungles filmed from warped cam-
era angles. These videos visualise the blurred boundaries between God’s and Ma-
chine’s creation that are thematized in the song’s music and lyrics. From a cyber-
gothic perspective, the one grows from the other, and both the urban labyrinth
and the vastness of the desert may at once appear a safe haven and an alienating
wasteland. And just like the musical narrative, the video narrative uncannily fore-
grounds its own mediation through the pervasive ‘absent presence’ of camera and
editing.

Though quite different in thematic scope, a similar instance of the uncanny
echoes in cybergoth musical culture can be found in ‘Tanzwut’ (‘Dance Rage’) by
the German band Tanzwut (from Labyrinth der Sinne, EMI Music 2000). Tanzwut’s
members are also in the pagan Goth band Corvus Corax.2 Both parallel projects
use medieval instruments such as bagpipes and medieval – or medieval conno-
tated – percussion, and take either originally medieval or self-concocted Latin
and German texts as the starting point for their lyrics. Whereas Corvus Corax,
however, usually refrains from digital production in favour of a more traditional
metal sound that is complemented by medieval bagpipes and percussion, Tanz-
wut’s music is heavily imbued with technology and explores the convergence of
pagan Goth, industrial techno and Neue Deutsche Härte.3 The band members usually
perform half-naked, wearing only long leather or fur skirts and pagan attributes.
The lyrics of their signature song ‘Tanzwut’ speak of the transgressive forces of
music and dance:

Inter Deum et Diabolum
Semper musica est
Durch Feuer und Glut
Ein Heulen, Jammern,
Kreischen
Klägliche Reue
Satans Werk der Tanz
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Verwirren
Verdammen
Verführen

[Between God and Devil
There is always music
Through fire and glow
A howling, whining,
Screeching
Piteous mourning
Satan’s work of the dance

Confusion
Doom
Seduction]

If sounding music creates lines of flight towards liminal spaces of history and
reality, Tanzwut’s lyrics moreover stress that music’s transgressive qualities may
even lead to a space beyond morality, ‘inter Deum et Diabolum’. The pagan ele-
ment in this song is represented by the bagpipe bourdon (an open fifth interval)
in the refrain and basic onbeat rhythms, while distorted guitars playing power
chords lay out the metal sound wall, and distorted drum computer and bass es-
tablish a firm techno beat. The vocals in ‘Tanzwut’ consist of grunts and vocoder-
morphed sounds. Like Apoptygma Berzerk’s ‘Kathy’s Song’, ‘Tanzwut’ is thus
musically characterised by a convergence of biological and phantom voices, hu-
man and nonhuman actors. Both songs in this way create uncanny echoes of
technocultural futures – but the latter allows the ‘medieval’ and metal past to
reverberate into such futures as well.

As noted above, the nostalgic rewriting of the past has long been identified as
one of the main characteristics of the Gothic. Botting describes Gothic nostalgia
as the yearning for a romanticised past: ‘Gothic novels seem to sustain a nostalgic
relish for a lost era of romance and adventure, for a world that, if barbaric, was
(...) also ordered’ (Botting 2007, 5). However, such nostalgic rewriting often also
results in transgressions of the past. Discussing the nature of nostalgia, Linda
Hutcheon has argued that the nostalgic drive does not so much signify the desire
to literally go back to the past, but rather reflects the will to yearn for something
which is essentially irrecoverable (Hutcheon 2000). As a result of this subjective
sentimental drive, she asserts, ‘nostalgia “sanitizes” the past’: by nostalgically
remembering, we conjure up a past we desire to long for, and thus paradoxically
transgress history itself by way of memory.4 It is precisely in this liminal space
between history and memory that the Gothic roams – and the cybergothic shows
that the future, too, is nostalgically and uncannily appropriated by Gothic fiction.
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Anne Williams states in her evaluation of Gothic literature that it ‘offers its read-
ers an imaginative space that both insists on “reality”, on historicity, on material-
ity, and at the same time liberates the reader from the constrictions of that his-
tory’ (Williams 1997, 122). Embracing both the freedom and the uncanniness
resulting from this entrance into the borderland between the real and the virtual
– the same borderland that is inhabited by cybergoths – the Gothic actively appro-
priates and acts out the symbiosis of futuristic nostalgia and transgression. And it
does so in the superlative: it underlines the transgressive force of nostalgia by
deliberately perverting the orderly texture of the yearned-for past or future. If nos-
talgia is characterised by the retrospective or prospective creation of an idealised
homeland, the Gothic renders this very homeland uncanny by perverting its idyllic
quality.

Medieval or pagan Goth music is characterised by precisely this Gothic gesture
of transgressing the borders between past, present and future. Rebekah Ahrendt
has interrogated the remediation of the Middle Ages by Gothic bands Helium
Vola and Qntal, arguing that the sentimentalised nostalgia of its sounds does not
reflect a leap back into history, but rather invokes a timeless memory space, al-
lowing Goths to enact their desire for an idealized past whilst dancing away in the
‘fantastic vision’ of the medieval Gothic (Ahrendt 2007). Tanzwut even goes one
step further, as it adopts the future as well as the past into this fantastic vision by
blending pagan Goth, metal and trance into a musical amalgamate depicting
quite literally how music moves beyond chronology. The video of ‘Tanzwut’
shows a computer-game interface with figures playing medieval instruments in
the background, in which the display functions blink rhythmically. The message
here is the medium: music allows for an escape from chronological and moral
taxonomies and may take the listener on a trip between the medieval past and the
technological future as well as ‘between God and Devil’.

The digital material of cybergothic music

In digital music, technology is both an agent and a medium. Technology creates
music, it mediates music, and it allows us to interact with music. I contend that in
cybergothic music by bands like Apoptygma Berzerk and Tanzwut, the agency of
music technology is uncannily pushed to the foreground and into the footlight.
This music thus explores the Gothic dimensions of digital music culture. It en-
genders Gothic dialectics through the musical interplay between biological and
technological realities on the one hand, and the past, present and future on the
other – an interplay which must remain without a winner: it is the motionless
dialectic in between such categories that is the issue. As the transgressions in the
song lyrics are increased by the fact that they are musically (as well as visually)
mediated by the phantom voices of digital technology, these songs demonstrate
that digital music can operationalise the Gothic ghost story principle and create a
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medial space of its own. The hypermediacy of this music evokes reflections upon
the very theme it represents: the blurring of boundaries between human and non-
human musical agencies. Cybergothic music has escaped the dichotomies of hu-
man versus nonhuman sounds, information versus materiality: it is the musical
‘digital material’ originating from the convergence of music technology and mu-
sic culture. But it is, moreover, uncanny digital material, as it dwells in the border-
lands beyond those dichotomies of musical experience and self-consciously med-
iates their in-betweenness. As the phantom voices of the cybergothic sing their
uncanny song, the listener is confronted with the undead spectres they conjure
up: the simultaneous enthusiasm and skepticism for music technology’s autono-
mous creative agency. Those spectres are embodied by cybergoths, who dance
their cyborg bodies to this music – but that is the subject matter of another ghost
story.

Notes

1. The term ‘Goth’ is used here to distinguish present-day Goth subculture from the trans-
historical Gothic genre evolving from the 18th-century Gothic novel.

2. ‘Pagan’ and ‘medieval’ Gothic musical genres are very much alike both in instrumenta-
tion, melodic and rhythmic outline, and performance. Although they are not synon-
ymous, Tanzwut could be categorised in both genres.

3. Neue Deutsche Härte is a metal/industrial genre that originated in the reunited Germany in
the 1990s and that is characterised by distorted metal guitars, industrial and electronic
noise, upbeat tempo, and German lyrics. The internationally most famous representa-
tive of NDH is Rammstein.

4. Pierre Nora has made the important differentiation between factual history on the one
hand and desired and sentimentalised memory on the other (Nora 1996: 626ff).
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Moving beyond the artefact

Lessons from participatory culture

William Uricchio

I can’t seem to shake a déjà vu feeling when considering the current moment of
media change as if, knowing what I do now, I was present during cinema’s first
decade. How, I often wonder, did that new medium’s contemporaries fail to pre-
serve films, key texts, and audience experiences? But when I consider the lax and,
with a few notable exceptions, unsystematic efforts that are being made to pre-
serve our latest ‘new’ media, it should come as no surprise. In the pages that
follow, I will speak as a cultural historian who makes extensive use of archives
and has an abiding interest in heritage and access. But I also speak as one whose
personal and working life is increasingly bound up in new media and particularly
social media. These two positions are hardly incompatible; on the contrary, they
seem to me to offer not only real advantages thanks to the computerized archive,
but real opportunities for historians to reflect upon the birth and development of
the latest ‘new’ medium. And they bring with them the responsibility of learning
from the past and preparing for the future, and urging the thoughtful and sys-
tematic archiving of this latest chapter in our cultural history. What follows will
therefore of necessity have a polemical edge. The stakes for our culture and our
ability to understand are both immediate and profound.

Posing the problem

The ‘digital turn’ has enabled the transformation of such familiar media as photo-
graphy, film, recorded sound and the printed word, introducing new platforms,
standards and applications. As Hollywood’s growing dependence on digital pro-
duction techniques and DVD sales shows, and the press’s routine embrace of
computer-based information flow attests, the media industry has quickly accom-
modated these transformations. There are of course some concerns about putting
low-cost professional digital production equipment in the hands of ordinary citi-
zens, but the media industry is quickly learning to turn a profit on the results. The
revolution provoked by digital distribution seems more of a problem, and
although ‘piracy’ is the term most often asserted by the industry, its own failure

135



to develop adequate digital distribution models is a far more serious liability. But
these problems largely reside in the domain of business strategy, and while many
in the business and political community fret about the implications of digitaliza-
tion for the bottom line, few have bothered to ask whether digitalization has fun-
damentally altered the nature of the media with which they are concerned.

The archival world has, by contrast, shown deep concern with what might best
be termed ‘media ontology’ and the implications of the differences between, for
example, the grain and pixels that constitute a film image. Although digital tech-
nologies have demonstrated their advantages for helping with the task of image
and sound restoration and preservation, a significant cohort of archivists has ar-
gued that a shift in mediality, from analog to digital, fundamentally undercuts
their mission. They argue that preserving film is not the same as storing com-
pressed digital data.1 Yet while profound in its implication, even this shift leaves
the basic parameters of the traditional archive largely intact. Whether digital or
analog, pixel or grain, the archive remains concerned with the restoration and
preservation of cultural artefacts that are still called films, books, audio record-
ings and photos. True, a fundamental debate regarding media ontology remains
unresolved and the indiscriminate use of nomenclature such as ‘film’ and ‘photo-
graphy’ is problematic, but collections still adhere to the basic selection and cata-
loguing parameters of the analog past.

Of far greater concern to our culture’s memory institutes should be new cate-
gories of digital culture that have been enabled particularly by networked compu-
ters – categories that are growing exponentially. Consider the case of e-mail –
computerized versions of the physical letter (of course with a fabric of stylistic
and formal differences) that generally speaking enjoy no systematic archiving or
even technical standard. Future historians of the ‘information age’ will, ironically,
face a gap in key evidentiary domains when attempting to make sense of their
topic since most business archives are designed to account for paper records, but
not electronic. And e-mails are a best-case scenario…. Social media such as blogs
(web logs), wikis, massively multiplayer role-playing games, and various on-line
social spaces that lack any homologies to traditional archival objects face a far
more difficult situation. In the case of social media, there are neither pre-existing
archival categories nor memory institutes charged with collection, selection, re-
storation, preservation and access.

Indeed, there seems to be a very real debate about how to even think about
these emerging media forms. They do not adhere to the familiar ‘mass’ distribu-
tion of the traditional media (although their reach can be greater than many tradi-
tional media), nor are they as atomized as telephone calls and individual corre-
spondence (although they can be uniquely person to person), nor is their textual
identity necessarily stable and fixed in the way that we think of photographs or
films or books (although they can inhabit a range of positions from dynamic, like
games, to stable, like e-books). They fall outside of the familiar limits of our
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cultural habits and expectations, and since memory institutions are largely in-
volved in the business of creating and maintaining tradition, it’s easy to see why
these new forms are so awkward.

The challenges to those concerned with preserving cultural heritage are enor-
mous. Not only must we move beyond familiar objects and homologies in our
choice of what to save, we must also attend to the larger cultural shift towards
participation and collaboration. Blogs and wikis are not only highly dynamic as
texts; they are examples of networked and collaborative cultural production. They
depart from the strictures (and legal definitions) of authorship familiar from the
book or film, and are instead accretive, multiply voiced, collective, and ongoing.
Although we have some historical precedents for this type of authorship (exam-
ples ranging from the Old and New Testaments to quilts come to mind), they
have tended either to acquire an institutionally imposed stability (the Bible) or
been repositioned from media text to artistic artefact (quilts).2 Yet, this collabora-
tive dynamism is a core defining aspect of today’s new social media. Without
familiar criteria such as authorship or the text as an authoritative and fixed entity,
or the many institutions that help us to construct hierarchies of importance, how
will we know what to save? What evaluative criteria should we deploy? And even if
we could answer these questions, what would be an appropriate point to ‘freeze’
and hold these dynamic artefacts in the archive? Where do we draw the line be-
tween the cultural and the social, between the artefact and the means of its pro-
duction? And even if we accept the social and acknowledge that patterns of inter-
action are as important as the text, how do we go about documenting them in
meaningful ways? The answers are not clear, but there might at least be produc-
tive new ways of posing the questions.

The stakes of facing such questions go beyond the need to document a signifi-
cant change in how our cultures represent themselves and their experiences and
how they circulate those representations. These are, of course, vital issues parti-
cularly at moments of transition, where new constituencies are empowered to
represent and circulate, or where people develop new technological affordances
and new ways of using them. Such broad concepts as knowledge and the public are
redefined and empowered at such moments. And while of great interest to cultur-
al historians such as myself, these concepts also help to define the fabric of our
daily lives.

Consider our changing relationship to the news. Once vetted and produced by
trained journalists and centralized institutions with carefully cultivated ideological
profiles and professional reputations, news has slipped onto the Internet where it
is often neither vetted nor contextualized and where it circulates at the speed of
light. When there were well-established filters and a clear line of responsibility,
one could agree or disagree, but the status of the information was known. Having
‘seen it on the Internet’ does little to pin down critical parameters or accurate
sources of information. Yet, perhaps even more than rumor, such information
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can take on a life of its own, confusing public discourse. As we now know about
so-called misinformation campaigns, digitally altered photographs, and re-
worked press releases, even the highest levels of some national governments
have made use of the new media to manipulate the record and with it public
perception and knowledge. The policy implications both for day-to-day politics
and for the historical record couldn’t be more profound. Here, too, is an area
where systematic archiving of social media – dynamic texts as well as circulation
patterns – could greatly assist the functioning of our political lives by allowing us
to go back to the record and check instances of manipulation.3

Such an intervention, it needs to be said, can only serve the present to the
extent that the public is educated in the critical assessment and use of these new
media. Our cultural knowledge and assumptions are grounded in the traditional
centralized media. The press and book publishers, film and music companies,
broadcasting authorities, and the rest have long exercised a near paternalistic
control over media production and circulation. More importantly, at least in the
West, interpretive systems grounded in 2,000+ years of biblical exegesis, legal
precedent working out the meanings of terms, and dictionaries and lexicons pin-
ning down the precise functioning of language have all worked hand in glove
with centralized media systems to circumscribe meanings and enforce responsi-
bility. Audio and visual culture challenged the precision of the word, but even
here rather strict protocols developed in order to minimize charges of libel and
maximize impressions of consistency and professionalism. But the digital turn
and the steady emergence of bottom-up and collaborative media require new
ways of encountering texts and new skill sets on the part of media users. This
new literacy can no longer take the news at face value, but rather must consider it
as partial, as a construction, and as data that must be critically assessed and com-
bined with other sources in order to yield some sense of the truth. But I digress….

Web 2.0: social media

In a world where people increasingly manage, direct and redefine when and
where they experience media, how they share it, and what it means to produce
and consume, we need to think about cultural processes in dramatically new
ways. The shifts from analog to digital, from centralized to dispersed, from mass
media to social media, from information transmission to collective intelligence,
from old statistical extrapolations to new data feeds, all point to media use that is
social by design, not social by default. The descriptors used by Tim O’Reilly and
others for Web 2.0 are revealing: ‘an architecture of participation,’ ‘harnessing
collective intelligence,’ ‘exchanging,’ ‘pooling,’ and ‘collaboration’. Whether we
look to social media communities such as Technorati (http://technorati.com) or
social networking sites such as Friendster (www.friendster.com) and MySpace
(www.myspace.com) or media fashion communities such as Digg (http://digg.
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com), we see new logics that have to be understood if we are to make use of
them. I’d like to borrow a term from the worlds of biology, neurology, and com-
puter science that speaks to these new conditions: high connectivity. High connec-
tivity in these various domains refers to dynamic networks, high magnitudes of
contact among many nodes, and both interactive and iterative behavior.

Before looking a bit more closely at what these developments portend for cul-
ture and, in consequence, our memory institutions, first a few words about the
technologies that have been drawn upon. The World Wide Web was largely made
possible thanks to the introduction of web browser Mosaic and the Pentium chip
a little over ten years ago (ca 1995). Making far more effective use of networked
computers, these developments were also aided by significant increases in cable
carrying capacity (broadband), compression algorithms, and cheap memory.
These developments have continued, and two parameters in particular have a
bearing on the archive: memory and transmission speed. Memory capacity is
growing ever vaster and cheaper, as a look at the retail electronics sector will
demonstrate. As production capacities grow, so too does our ability to hold the
massive amounts of data that are being produced. Transmission speeds have also
improved significantly: in 2007, Alcatel-Lucent announced that it had broken the
25.6 terabyte optical data transmission speed, or the equivalent of sending the
information on 600 DVDs in one second. Together, massive increases in memory
and the new transmission speeds combine with a near geometrical progression of
wired households in some national contexts to suggest that the developments we
have seen since the introduction of Mosaic are but the tip of the iceberg. We have
a sense of what is looming in the distance, but its magnitude is not yet visible or
even imaginable. Yet we also know that these changes are touching most parts of
our lives, from banking and buying train tickets, to entertainment and leisure, to
driving and working. But the most interesting developments – and the develop-
ments that we need to think about archiving – remain submerged and out of
sight.

As suggested at the outset, the implications of the digital turn for media produc-
tion have gotten most of the press coverage. Armed with a modestly priced com-
puter and video camera, a skilled teen can produce films or music that achieve
industry technical standards. And while this is a big advance on the 8mm or
16mm home movies of two or more decades ago, the real advantage of digital
culture has been in transforming ‘home’ movies into ‘world’ movies. New logics
of distribution have enabled grassroots producers to sidestep the control long ex-
ercised by media corporations and governments, and reach a global audience.
The rapid circulation of digital texts has also stimulated the growth of cultural
hunters and gatherers who cut and mix, collect and reassemble, borrow and re-
purpose, and who do so as collectives. These practices are not so distant from
those evident in pre-industrial and agrarian cultures (or said another way, in the
era of pre-commodified culture) – again, consider the work of quilters, folk sing-
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ers and storytellers that might be characterized in precisely the same terms. And
just as notions of ownership were blurred in folk cultures, so they are unclear
with many of today’s new media practitioners. The contemporary blurring of in-
tellectual property can be attributed in part to the new logics of digital culture,
and in part to the increasingly draconian control over our cultural heritage as-
serted by corporate copyright and trademark holders. As intellectual property pro-
tection steadily expands at the behest of corporate interests, the public is increas-
ingly deprived of anything other than paid access to their own popular culture.
And as corporate profits invariably decline in traditional sectors such as music
and film, the pressure to expand control over intellectual property only grows,
even though the decline correlates to the increasing market share of cell phones,
computer games, and exponentially increasing involvement with social media.4

The challenges posed to the old order by the collaborative logics of Web 2.0
can be seen in many sectors. Collaborative news networks such as Slashdot
(‘News for Nerds, Stuff that Matters’, www.slashdot.org) and Kuro5hin (‘Tech-
nology and Culture from the Trenches’, www.kuro5hin.org) have blurred the dis-
tinctions among editors, readers and writers, with their participants fulfilling all
roles. They draw on correspondents and commentaries from around the world,
complicating, contradicting, and compositing various bits of information so that
the reader must actively consider multiple points of view and sources before mak-
ing a determination about the news. In a similar way, open source software initia-
tives such as Linux draw upon a community of collaborators, and by keeping the
source code open, they direct their energies towards improving functionality
rather than building encryption systems. Moreover, with ample networked input
and development, they have the advantage that their software mutates and im-
proves more quickly than proprietary models. Add low costs into the mix, and it
is little wonder that Linux is steadily winning terrain from centralized companies
such as Microsoft.

Decentralized, networked, collaborative, accretive, ephemeral and dynamic…
these developments and others like them bear a closer resemblance to oral cul-
tures than to the more stable regimes of print (writing and the printing press) and
the trace (photography, film, recorded sound). Time-bound and contingent, they
are at odds with the durability of the printed word and photographed image.
Spread from person to person, with the always present possibility of manipula-
tion and mutability, they differ in the main from the relative stability and unifor-
mity of the traditional fixed media.5 And like oral cultures, they seem to evade the
preservation frameworks that we have put in place in our institutions of memory,
built as they are around tangible media. And yet, despite these conditions, these
collaborative efforts also enjoy embodiment as digital text, image and sound, and
as such differ from oral culture. They can be apprehended, but the question is, at
what point? What constitutes a sufficient ‘capture’ in a dynamic and fast-evolving
distributed network where any of the nodes is capable of change.
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If we take an instance of social media such as Wikipedia, we can see the bene-
fits of collaboration and mutability. A reader-edited and written encyclopedia, its
entries change over time to reflect new developments, complications in and re-
gional inflections of meaning, and the lively debates among its contributors. Its
entries evolve, and as such are responsive to the latest undulations of scholarship.
Yet, for all of the Wikipedia’s value as a documentary history of changing cultural
conceptions and definitions, it confronts the archivist with a problem: what point
is the right point to fix and hold for posterity? Social networks such as Friendster
and Flickr will offer future researchers invaluable information about the construc-
tion and functioning of our society. Not only are they as textually dynamic as
Wikipedia, but the fabric of thematic tags (the elements that permit associations
on the basis of location, interest, or background) and the patterns of links (as
users form elaborate networks) are themselves valuable data. Indeed, the textual
data only acquires meaning thanks to these other parameters. Again, what is the
archivist to do? It is as if we expected librarians not only to keep books but to
track their circulation as well. Yet with social media, circulation is a crucial and
defining measure of meaning and import. A third complicating parameter is in-
troduced by on-line games, for example MMORPGs (massively multiplayer on-
line role-playing games) in which the texts are extraordinarily dynamic, the social
networks are crucial to the substance of the game, and the interactions of players
with one another are actually constitutive of the gaming experience. Pity the ar-
chivist! Yet these games occupy a significant amount of cultural space, have social
implications, and provide voice to their users on a variety of topics. The game
America’s Army (www.americasarmy.com) not only offers an interesting text
against which to read US involvement in Iraq, but it includes remarkable debates
among its users over issues that range from the political to the tactical and offer
informed readings from voices that researchers rarely have access to.6 In some
cultural settings, South Korea for example, the penetration of virtual worlds is
enormous and growing (South Korea Telecom’s Cyworld includes nearly half of
the population). Is this something that we can afford to ignore, fixating instead
on the extension of traditional 19th- and 20th-century cultural forms in our digital
and networked present?

Signs of success

Social media differ fundamentally from the media around which our archival poli-
cies have been constructed. Their rootedness in community and collaborative in-
teractions and their responsiveness to an ever-shifting present give them an un-
ique quality as Zeitdokumenten, finely grained embodiments of culture. Of all the
differences from traditional media discussed above, perhaps the two most diffi-
cult ones for memory institutes are 1) that these media are dynamic and always in
progress rather than having a final, completed state; and 2) that these media are
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networked, and that the web of connections bears heavily on the meaning of any
one site. These two parameters are not only unfamiliar, but somewhat daunting
in terms of their potential storage requirements. Fortunately, as mentioned at the
outset, memory is getting cheaper by the day, and transmission speeds are im-
proving significantly. But just as importantly, the very distributed logic that en-
ables social media and peer-to-peer (P2P) applications holds a potential solution
to the storage problem. Consider music file exchanges such as Napster or Grok-
ster and the like. They managed something well beyond the physical (let alone
financial) capacities of the traditional music industry by digitalizing a vast amount
of music, storing it, and distributing it on demand to millions of users. They did
this by networking millions of personal computers in homes across the world,
distributing the tasks of digitalization, storage and access in such a way that the
cost was negligible and the labor involved was freely given. Millions of modestly
sized memory chips and processors, when properly linked, emerge as a formid-
able and robust computing force far beyond the potentials of any one centralized
system. This network, the basis after all of social media, could also potentially be
put to use as a decentralized memory institute, complete with the redundancies,
checks, and quality controls currently evident in many existing applications. And
the best part is that there are working examples of this principle!

One of America’s founding fathers, Thomas Jefferson, summarized the princi-
ple upon which a new distributed archive would operate:

let us save what remains: not by vaults and locks which fence them from the
public eye and use in consigning them to the waste of time, but by such a
multiplication of copies, as shall place them beyond the reach of accident
(1791, n.p).

Jefferson was speaking of ways to assure the preservation of America’s founding
documents, but a clearer and more succinct summary of the differences between
the traditional and the new archive is difficult to imagine. In this spirit, LOCKSS
(‘Lots of Copies Keep Stuff Safe’, www.lockss.org) offers a splendid working ex-
ample. In their own words, ‘LOCKSS is open source software that provides librar-
ians with an easy and inexpensive way to collect, store, preserve, and provide
access to their own, local copy of authorized content they purchase. Running on
standard desktop hardware and requiring almost no technical administration,
LOCKSS converts a personal computer into a digital preservation appliance, creat-
ing low-cost, persistent, accessible copies of e-journal content as it is published.
Since pages in these appliances are never flushed, the local community’s access to
that content is safeguarded. Accuracy and completeness of LOCKSS appliances is
assured through a robust and secure, peer-to-peer polling and reputation system.’

Just as LOCKSS is exemplary of a solution that makes use of distributed com-
puting, other examples have tackled the problem of capturing the dynamic and
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extensive character of the web. Nearly synonymously with the appearance of the
World Wide Web, Brewster Kahle initiated his remarkable Internet archive known
as the Wayback Machine (www.archive.org). With over 50 billion web pages ar-
chived since its inception in 1996, the archive is composed of ‘snapshots’ of web-
sites taken at regular intervals, allowing the interested researcher to go back in
time and track changes. The previously mentioned ‘discrepancy’ in the White
House Press Secretary’s rewriting of a press release or attempts to rewrite the
CVs of Enron officials after their company’s collapse came to light thanks to this
archive. But for the cultural historian, having access to the first decade of the
World Wide Web’s existence and with it the ability to track the emergence of
social protocols, home page formats, early games, etc. is an invaluable resource.
And the best part is that Mr. Kahle managed to capture the dynamic character of
the web with a modest infrastructure and limited budget. With a mirror site in
Alexandria, Egypt, the archive’s discursive claim is loud, clear and, I think, not at
all overstated. With a more fulsome budget, the archive could expand its opera-
tions and the frequency of its ‘snapshots’, but for the moment, its beauty is that it
works efficiently and outside the entanglements of national governments and
funding agencies. For once in our media history, someone has managed to both
think ahead and act accordingly.

LOCKSS and the Wayback Machine offer two splendid examples of what is
possible, one growing out of the efforts of progressive librarians and the other
from an insightful and resourceful individual. Together, they have solved several
of the problems unique to the digital domain. The issue of mapping links and
social-networking patterns has been taken on in the aggregate (social-network
mapping and analysis is a developed field, and can take on the face-to-face as
easily as the digitally networked). The difficulty here turns on issues of privacy
and the potentials for misuse, just as the problems potentially facing Internet
archives turn on issues of intellectual property. Social problems rather than con-
ceptual or technological difficulties seem to be the order of the day, which is
where an organization like UNESCO can be of great help.

Conclusions

Digital media have blurred relations between the once clearly demarcated realms
of producers and consumers. As these digital technologies have become net-
worked and entered a state of high connectivity, a process that is roughly a decade
old, we have seen the fast emergence of new social media forms. Social media
have enabled new forms of collaboration, and they provide what Pierre Lévy de-
scribes as a collective intelligence. In so doing, they have rapidly intensified the
erosion of traditional and highly centralized organizations through a process of
redefinition. Collaborative news networks compete with established journalism,
in the process redefining the news from an institutional assertion of facticity to
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an act of critical engagement and a struggle for meaning. Music file exchanges
such as KaZaa compete with the established recording industry, in the process
transforming music from a commodity to be bought and sold into communities
of taste built upon distributed sharing. And open source software developers
compete with the Microsofts of the world, in the process redefining software
from a commodity to a collaborative language and community tool.

So, too, the world of the archive. The traditional archive has served as a social
agent active in the reproduction of culture. By serving as a repository of what key
institutions deem valuable, archives preserve cultural values and sustain hierar-
chies of social and cultural power. Given the very real limits of space and re-
sources, difficult decisions have been made regarding whose letters to keep,
which newspapers to store, and which sort of artefactual ephemera to hold. Not
surprisingly, these decisions reflect an institutional sense of importance and rele-
vance, which in turn largely maps onto the vision of the dominant classes. Little
wonder that researchers seeking traces of immigrant life in the US at the turn of
the century, or marginal political and social movements of the present, have such
difficulty in finding relevant archival sources. But new archival practices that at-
tempt to account for social media forms such as blogs, wikis, chat spaces, games,
etc., enabled through distributed logic, enhanced storage capacity and accelerated
transmission speeds, can redefine the archive from social agent to social practice.
By embracing bottom-up dynamics, they will better reflect a wide range of social
values, not just the ruling elite. By addressing cultural production that takes place
outside of confines of corporate media, they will assume a much wider range of
social granularity. And by taking advantage of the new affordances of digitally
networked culture, they will encourage widespread participation.

Archives reflect the environments in which they are situated, and new environ-
ments require new policies. As I have attempted to argue, networked digital tech-
nologies and ‘participatory culture’ offer new challenges to both cultural produ-
cers and archives, generating new producers and users, new content and
collaborators. But they also offer solutions that might be used to rethink the ca-
pacities and logics of the archive (storage, distribution, dynamic capture). The
examples of the Wayback Machine and LOCKSS show what is possible and pro-
vide provocations to more traditional archives to consider these new possibilities.
Challenges, of course, remain. We need to think carefully about issues of privacy
(for the archiving of network maps) and intellectual property (long overdue for an
overhaul in the age of cut and paste). We must make careful distinctions in the
weights of various cultural artefacts between say, diplomatic documents and Coke
bottle collections, and develop different strategies for safeguarding and making
both available. But above all, we must build upon the pioneering efforts of the few
visionaries who have ventured into this new world, archiving the fast development
of this dynamic cultural sector, and guarding against their selective and strategic

144 digital material



use/misuse by those in positions of power, and making information accessible to
all in accordance with the cultural logic of the age.

This article is an updated version of ‘Moving beyond the artifact: Lessons from participa-
tory culture’ in Preserving the digital heritage: Principles and policies, eds. Yola De Lusenet and
Vincent Wintermans, 15-25. Amsterdam: Netherlands National Commission for Unesco,
2007.

Notes

1. For a detailed examination of this issue from the perspectives of both film theory and
archival practice, see Giovanna Fossati’s From grain to pixel: The archival life of film transi-
tion (PhD dissertation, Utrecht University 2009).

2. In fact, most of our cultural texts are profoundly intertextual, relying upon layer upon
layer of precedent, commentary and reference. Particularly since the Romantic Era, we
have tended to suppress this unruly aspect of authorship, a practice today enforced by
the strictures of intellectual property. The digital turn has forced the question upon us,
and as we think through the implications for new media forms, we might reconsider
the questions put forward by the likes of Michel Foucault and Roland Barthes and re-
flect upon what we have long forgotten about the reign of authorship.

3. But one example involves President Bush’s 2003 ‘mission accomplished’ declaration in
regard to Iraq on the USS Abraham Lincoln. If we set aside for a moment the staging of
the press conference (the background contained a banner reading ‘mission accom-
plished’ and photographers were forbidden to take any shots that would show that the
ship was in fact not at sea, but instead docked in San Diego harbor), the White House
took an additional step to control information that amounted to rewriting history. The
office of the Press Secretary initially issued a statement on its website on May, 1 2003,
entitled ‘President Bush announces combat operations in Iraq have ended’. Later, after
it was clear that combat had not ended, the headline was modified to read ‘Major Op-
erations’. The press release, a matter of record, was reworked to accord with White
House spin, but backdated to May 1, and attempts were made to prohibit access to the
earlier and now telltale version. Thanks to regular archiving of the website, the White
House was found out, and future historians will understand that the criticism generated
by the first version was based on real events, not the fantasies and misinterpretations
alleged by the White House after its revision of the historical record.

4. The market success of Japanese manga and anime in the US (where manga outsells do-
mestic comic books by a factor of four to one) is due in large part to the work of fans
who imported, translated and circulated these cultural products without copyright
clearance. They effectively created a commercial market, tested it, and their translations
in many cases remain superior to commercial alternatives. The industry understands
the value of these ‘pirates’, and both sides have worked out a harmonious co-existence.

5. Although in truth, written texts such as Shakespeare’s plays have undergone hundreds
of small (and sometimes major) transformations, and films routinely change as they
pass through the hands of censors and countless projectionists. Nevertheless, they are
relatively stable compared to the dynamic state of wikis, blogs, and other social media.

6. For an extensive discussion of America’s Army, see the chapter by David Nieborg in this
book.
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Participation inside?

User activities between design and appropriation

Mirko Tobias Schäfer

In the summer of 1999, a little cat awakened the monolithic music industry that
was sleeping its way into the digital age. The cat wore headphones and was the
logo of a small application called Napster crawling over the Internet. Millions of
people used the application to search for music files and download them on their
computer. Developed by a 19-year-old university student, the Napster software did
nothing more than index music files stored on a user’s computer and share this
information with other users in the network.

Napster changed the logic for the distribution of digitized artefacts for good as
peer-to-peer (P2P) file-sharing technologies enabled the global distribution of di-
gital information at negligibly low costs. But first and foremost Napster is re-
markable because it represents an effective concept of global distribution of arte-
facts neither developed nor controlled by those industries that have built their
business models and economical power on the control of distribution. Napster
and its successors tell a well-known tale of computer technology and the Internet,
a story of media use as a battle between consumers and producers. Distribution
through peer-to-peer systems was soon recognized as subverting the established
cultural industries. It also fostered the legend of enthusiast amateurs producing
artefacts of a quality that can meet or even beat industrial products.

Due to these and other developments, new media have gained the imago of
being enabling technologies that could turn the former consumer of corporate
media content from dupe into hero, mastering the new means of production and
actively participating in the creation and distribution of – mostly digital – arte-
facts. And indeed, the new technologies have led to an emerging media practice
where users participate significantly in the production and distribution of the cul-
tural industry’s goods (Bruns 2008; Jenkins 2002, 2006a, 2006b; Jenkins et al.
2006; Jenkins and Thoburn 2003; Schäfer 2005, 2006). Recently, popular dis-
course is embracing the phenomenon of producing users, labeling them Genera-
tion C (c for content), 1 anticipating a revolution of pro-ams, professional amateurs
(Leadbeater, Miller 2004), and describing their production logic as Wikinomics
(Tapscott, Williams 2006). With reference to Pierre Lévy, the aspect of a plurality
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of users collectively producing content and creating artefacts online has been un-
derstood as ‘collective intelligence’ (Jenkins 2001). Metaphors such as the wisdom
of crowds (Surowiecki 2005) or the wealth of networks (Benkler 2006) show collective
interactions to be an ‘invisible hand’ in creating prosperity. To Henry Jenkins, the
emerging media practice constitutes a converging of different participants and old
and new media practices into a field where the distinctions between user and
producer are increasingly blurred (Jenkins 2006). Axel Bruns has coined the term
produsage for the newly emerging practices, and labels participants in production
communities as both users and producers (Bruns 2008).

The second coming of the World Wide Web – Web 2.0 – thrives on the imma-
nent promise of user participation in social interactions, and the collective gen-
eration and sharing of content. In 2006, Time magazine put a face to this promise
when it nominated the generic computer user (‘YOU’) Person of the Year.2 By
claiming that YOU, the user, has risen to become the hero of the Information
Age, the perception of consumers as dupes seems to have been abandoned for
good, and we seem to have finally become a participatory culture (Jenkins 2006a).

However, as the examples above have indicated, this take on new media culture
often leads to simplified and rather romanticized interpretations, in popular cul-
ture as well as media theory. Only a critical analysis of the term and its connota-
tions can help to understand the underlying mechanisms and the intertwined dy-
namic of the various participants.

According to Jenkins, the criteria defining participatory culture are ‘low bar-
riers to artistic expression and civic engagement’, ‘strong support for creating
and sharing one’s creations with others’, and ‘informal mentorship whereby
what is known by the most experienced is passed along to novices’, as well as the
belief ‘that their contributions matter’ and that ‘members feel some degree of
social connection with one another’ (Jenkins et al. 2006; Benkler 2006). Participa-
tion is here formulated as a community-based activity determined by a high de-
gree of social interaction and mutual understanding among its participants.

In cultural studies the term participation describes audiences engaging in culture
by receiving, interpreting, and deconstructing media texts, and most recently
through acts of appropriation and creation. This perception is highly influenced
by ideological connotations (Jenkins et al. 2006; Benkler 2006) that identify parti-
cipation as a process of explicit and conscious, often intrinsically motivated activ-
ities of users claiming their cultural freedom from the culture industries.3 Along
with the explicit participation described by Jenkins and others, the emergence of
the so-called Web 2.0 shows an implicit participation where user activities are
channeled and directed through software design. Recent research has demon-
strated how media industries have implemented those activities in their business
models, questioning the romanticized understanding of participation (Van Dijck
and Nieborg 2008; Scholz 2008; Zimmer 2008).
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The mechanisms shaping explicit and implicit participation are far more com-
plex, however, and a thorough analysis of the dynamic interaction between users,
corporate companies, artefacts, and socio-technical ecosystems is lacking. An-
other aspect that deserves more attention is the dynamic interplay constituting
aspects of collectivism and collaboration. Bruns has recently pointed out that the
community and the collective are misleading metaphors in describing the social
interaction on the Internet (Bruns 2008:327). This chapter tries to design a new
concept that appropriately describes and analyzes the phenomenon of massive
user interactions.

Mapping user activities

In general, participatory culture unfolds in three domains described hereafter as
accumulation, archiving, and construction. These three domains are not mutually ex-
clusive and overlap to a certain extent. The logic of electronic distribution and
copying of files applies to all three of them. As will be described later, recent soft-
ware design for information management systems channels these user activities
and proposes interfaces and functions that stimulate and regulate them.

Accumulation describes all activities evolving around texts originally produced
within the established media industries. This content is collected, altered, further
developed or remixed by users and dedicated fans. Examples include the large Star
Wars fan community producing their own Star Wars movies on websites such as
TheForce.net or the so-called slash fiction communities Jenkins has described
(1991). These communities alter traditional media texts, for example by develop-
ing homosexual narratives involving popular media characters like Harry Potter.

Archiving refers to the organization, maintenance and distribution of digital ar-
tefacts. This ranges from providing public-domain books in digital formats, such
as Project Gutenberg does, to hosting the productions of specific cultural niches
like demos or music files from the demoscene – a subculture developing ani-
mated realtime graphics – or the independent music production and free distribu-
tion of the so-called netlabel scene.

The Internet Archive (Archive.org) is probably the most well-known example
for storing and preserving data online. This important resource archives material
provided by common users as well as established institutions and professionals
and is maintained by a foundation. Although archiving tends to be more institu-
tionalized than accumulating, both areas overlap, for instance in fan archives and
the often sophisticated strategies users employ to allocate and share licensed con-
tent like movies, audio files, and computer games. In general, the sector of ar-
chiving describes all means of indexing, storing, and structuring data for access
and easy information retrieval.

Construction describes forms of production that take place outside the estab-
lished production and distribution channels. Prime examples are open-source
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software, the demo scene, and the netlabel scene. The domain of construction
overlaps with accumulation insofar as users alter software-based products and
build new applications for devices initially programmed by commercial vendors.
It shows overlaps with archiving in all areas where infrastructures for storing,
organizing, and maintaining information are built and knowledge systems are
created, such as online software repositories (e.g. Sourceforge.net), and collec-
tively created open-access encyclopedias such as Wikipedia.

The three domains of user activities extend the established culture industries
and form a new and complex set of relations between producers and consumers
(see Figure 1). Instead of replacing them, these new modes complement older
modes of production, distribution, and consumption, and can therefore be de-
scribed as establishing an extended culture industry. The extended culture industries
are characterized by the dynamic interaction of all participating parties. Produc-
tion processes are not only extended into the domain of users – where the (old)
culture industry’s media texts and products are appropriated – but also happen
completely independent of established production and distribution channels. In
conclusion, we can state that this present culture is constituted by new design and
appropriation of existing content, unfolding along the lines of accumulation, con-
struction, and archiving from the culture industries to its fringes and beyond.

Figure 1: User activities extend the culture industries
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Material aspects of design and appropriation

The agency of technology in enabling or averting certain media practices has only
recently been acknowledged in media theoretical analysis (Rieder and Schäfer
2008; Schäfer 2006; Hughes and Lang 2006). Due to their technological make-
up, some digital artefacts can be reused, modified, and developed more easily
than others. Hughes and Lang describe this quality as transmutability (2006). In
general, all software-based artefacts are transmutable because computer compo-
nents and software are open to modification. There is a relatively superficial level,
like enthusiast fans who photoshop their favorite TV characters or remix their
personal hit songs, but in fact every commercial software-based product or digi-
tized artefact can enter a second stage of development, and rigorous transmuta-
tions yield surprising results. A Microsoft Xbox becomes a Linux computer, Nin-
tendo’s Gameboy is turned into a musical instrument, Sony’s robot dog Aibo learns
how to dance, and the robotic vacuum cleaner Roomba attracts skilled program-
mers who use the affordable device for experiments in artificial intelligence and
robotics.4 The modifications of these products are rooted in the basic affordances
of computer technology, software, and the Internet. Affordances are specific qua-
lities of material and artefacts, and they affect design and use to a great degree
(Norman 1998, 9). To be more precise, the affordance of electronic computers to
copy files without loss is crucial to an application like Napster and the new logic
of distribution. This logic is inherent to electronic computers; for the execution of
any given task, they need to copy files from memory to a central processing unit.
As such, computers can be described as universal machines that can execute basi-
cally every task formulated in a language the machine understands. Software con-
stitutes the many different applications that can be executed by any computer
(Turing 1948). Despite the fact that software is bound to a material data carrier, it
shows parallels with language in its structure, while in its effect it is similar to
machinery (Rieder and Schäfer 2008, 163). Software is a means of production
organized and structured as (programming) language. Like language, it is also
modular, and parts of one software application can be used for a completely dif-
ferent activity. Such pre-programmed modules are available with a framework for
software development. Programming software therefore implies the reuse of pre-
viously written software. Taken together, all available software constitutes a reser-
voir, a cultural resource, that programmers use and to which they contribute at
the same time. Software as a cultural resource is distributed and made available
through the Internet that forms a global infrastructure and connects all users. It is
due to this hybrid constellation of technological qualities that the Internet has
become today’s primary medium for collaboration and communication, and a
universal archive for all kinds of information.

An application like Napster is profoundly related to the affordances of compu-
ter technology, software and the Internet, and the way users deal with these tech-
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nologies. While Napster is nothing more than a bricolage of a file-transport pro-
tocol combined with a chat program and a graphical user interface for convenient
use, it satisfied the technological requirements of the digital age: Napster’s de-
sign perfectly fitted the qualities of the Internet. While the music industry was
unaware of the looming digital revolution, the logic of distributing media texts
electronically through computer networks developed through the appropriation
of a set of existing technologies, such as the file transfer protocol (FTP), the
MPEG format for compressed audio and movie files (e.g. mp3 and DivX), music
player applications as WinAmp, and programs for automated indexing, retrieval
and distribution of files.

The history of Napster teaches us that the availability of technologies plus the
knowledge of how to generate, use, and recombine them create potentiality. Wil-
liam Gibson’s well-known line ‘the street finds its own uses for things’ (2003,
199) obviously applies to the virtual landscape of the Internet and its users. Nap-
ster also demonstrates that participation and collective collaboration can take
place on a very basic level and that the user-collective can improve the infrastruc-
ture for retrieving files and information. It worked like this: after downloading
the Napster application, the user contributed to the overall file-sharing network
by allowing a part of her hard drive to function as a server for file exchange, by
uploading files to the network. The Napster application indexed the files a user
shared and made those data available for search requests. P2P file-sharing clients
such as Napster have revealed that file sharing has much less to do with explicit
participation and community-driven objectives than enthusiast commentators an-
ticipated. Actually – and by technological design – participation became an auto-
mated process, completely unrelated to community values, social interaction or
communication in general. Although those aspects are optional in many software
applications, they are far from necessary for sharing files.

In an attempt to limit the damage caused by digital distribution through P2P
networks, the music industry started appropriating the technology itself by setting
up networks of fake users, so-called bot networks, that flooded the file-sharing
systems with corrupted song files. Old business models and new media practice
collided at the level of popular discourse, where fans promoted piracy as an ap-
propriate activity in view of the music and movie industries’ tight control over
how music is consumed, a debate also reflected by the design of P2P networks
and the attempts of the industry to protect their products through copy-protection
systems and Digital Rights Management (DRM). Triggering a reciprocal competi-
tion, the protective move of the established industries stimulated the improve-
ment of file-sharing protocols like eDonkey and BitTorrent, as each new copy-pro-
tection system was countered by a more advanced cracking technology.5 This
combat not only charged technology emotionally. The harsh reaction of the med-
ia giants and their representative associations also revealed another aspect of
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technologies’ social use: due to its affordances, its development is very much dri-
ven by users’ appropriation and its resulting formalization in new design solu-
tions.

The interplay of technological design and appropriation analyzed here using
the example of Napster, sheds a different light on participation. Participation can-
not be assigned only to users who get involved with media and ‘oppose’ a domi-
nant vendor. The original producer and other commercial units – who are either
actively involved in the process of modifying the original design or benefit from
its outcome – are also part of participatory culture. Implementing user labor in
the development of design by commercial vendors is a usually neglected aspect in
enthusiasts’ descriptive texts on participatory culture (e.g. Jenkins 2006b; Benkler
2006). The most recent Microsoft game console, for example, features many as-
pects developed by the so-called homebrew scene. As unlicensed users of the Micro-
soft Xbox Development Kit (XDK), these hackers designed many useful applications
for the Xbox. Their work was distributed within user networks and, due to its
unlicensed status, not commercially exploitable. Microsoft however learned from
this experience and integrated many features into the next Xbox 360, also provid-
ing an Integrated Development Kit (IDK) that can be used to create software and dis-
tribute it through the Xbox network. Microsoft achieved technological closure by
consequently implementing user activities and appropriation into the design and
legal regulation of the successive Xbox model.

It is claimed that user activities revolve around explicit participation, which
thrives on intrinsic motivation and often takes place in teams or ad-hoc and
team-like collectives (e.g. Bruns 2008 on Wikipedia; Jenkins 2006 on fans of the
television program Survivor; Raessens 2005 on game modifications; Schäfer 2005
on the modification of the Xbox). However, there is also implicit participation.
Implicit participation can be part of the software design as the sharing of a part
of the user’s hard drive in P2P file-sharing. It is automated and delegated to an
information system, not requiring any intrinsic motivation, community feeling or
collaborative effort. Implementing participation into software design entails for-
malizing and channeling user activities. It is no coincidence that Tim O’Reilly has
dubbed this design step an architecture of participation. In his programmatic text
‘What is Web 2.0’, he describes basic configurations of channeling user participa-
tion for commercial ends (2005). User activities are thus employed for the im-
provement of information systems and the generation of content, which either
extends the content of the commercial provider or constitutes its main potential.

The explicit participation of user communities in developing technology is im-
plemented into new design decisions, but Web 2.0 applications show that next to
explicit participation, implicit participation can be employed to improve existing
information systems and to build new business models of cultural production.
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Participation as design or the return of the audience

Culture industries are witnessing a shift from creating content to providing plat-
forms for user-driven activities. On these platforms the users create content or
alter existing content from the proprietary resources of the cultural industries
according to their regulations. The Star Wars MashUp editor, for example, aims at
fans who accumulate media texts relating to their favorite subject and alter them
or create new ones. The fansite TheForce.net has become a popular platform for
creating, promoting, and hosting fan movies. Featuring tutorials on how to make
fan movies or create computer-generated imagery for space ships and special ef-
fects, it has earned a reputation as the best Star Wars website out there. The copy-
right holder Lucasfilm acknowledged the need for fans to play with the media
texts but controls this play through a corporate web platform. The Star Wars Mash-
Up editor offers fans the opportunity to exercise their creativity and equips them
with the means to do so. It does so, however, with strict restrictions, trapping the
fans on the Death Star so to speak, as they are bound to the corporation’s design
and legal regulations. The MashUp editor prevents downloads of any content to
users’ hard drives, and editing of content is possible only in the web-based editor
Lucasfilm provides. Using other editing programs is prohibited as well, as are
certain forms of representation. Nudity for instance is recognized and filtered
through the Eyespot editing software, avoiding displays of naked persons in user-
created remixes.6 Furthermore, fans’ creations may be published by the corporate
platform only, and any distribution through YouTube or other services is forbid-
den. Finally, Lucasfilm requires that users grant to Lucasfilm, ‘its licensees, suc-
cessors and affiliates a perpetual and irrevocable, exclusive, royalty free, world-
wide license in all rights, titles and interests of every kind and nature’ to their
self-created content.7 This practice of extending the value of a proprietary re-
source through fans while at the same time denying these fans any form of
authorial compensation and even freedom of creativity is highly questionable
(Lessig 2007).

Increasingly, user creations are subject to the software design and legal admin-
istration of corporate platforms that explicitly integrate user activities into their
services. The so-called Web 2.0 applications O’Reilly refers to take participation
to another level by implementing it into software design for the purpose of chan-
neling user activities implicitly. On the photo platform Flickr users might not
even notice how publishing their personal photos, adding a title to them, or even
placing them on a map is extending the Flickr information system. By simply
uploading a photo, users contribute data on the camera model, date and time of
picture, camera settings, etc. These so-called Exchangeable Image File (EXIF)
data are metadata generally attached to pictures taken by standard digital cam-
eras. By adding tags, keywords, to the pictures, users compensate the information
systems’ lack of semantic information retrieval. The machine cannot read a pic-
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ture, but it can read the meta-information provided either by the camera through
the EFIX data or by users who add title, location, and certain keywords. By using
it, users extend the overall information system and contribute to an improved
information management. By providing valuable meta-information in tags of up-
loaded photos, users improve the information retrieval of Yahoo’s search engine,
Flickr’s owner. Thanks to Flickr’s tagging system, Yahoo is able to compensate
the inability of search engines to recognize a picture’s content. User-generated
meta-information teaches the machine to answer complex search requests.

Contrary to earlier accounts of participation, I have shown that systems that
thrive on the implementation of user activities are not dependent on or encoura-
ging community activities. There are Flickr groups, which might be considered
communities because they share objectives, rules, regular communication, and
recurring patterns of social interaction as well as offline gatherings. But these
activities are an optional function in the system’s design and not a precondition
for the cultural production it generates. Despite the fact that users are participat-
ing in the creation of an information system and collectively building a resource
of stored data and metadata for efficient information retrieval, they do not neces-
sarily share a common goal or social interaction. Adding photos to Flickr can
involve different uses and gratifications and therefore is not limited to explicit
participation as commonly understood. The idealizing connotations of participa-
tion as a critical, communal and social activity has to be revisited in the light of
software design that channels user activities as implicit participation.

The affordances of networked media, which enable large groups of users to
actively participate in cultural production, and the high amount of user-generated
content in different domains of cultural production have led to the assumption
that the promise of participation has been fulfilled. But software design employ-
ing these user activities as implicit participation calls for critically revisiting the
way technology is designed, used, and appropriated. Large user numbers provid-
ing valuable personal data through the interfaces of platforms such as social net-
work sites (e.g. Facebook, MySpace, Orkut, Hyves, and LinkedIn), giving ratings
through media sites such as YouTube, and affecting search results in Yahoo
through the provision of metadata to Flickr once again posits the audience as a
source for market research and target for advertising. This clearly contrasts the
utopian ideal of a user-controlled participatory culture. Figure 2 shows a number
of applications that successfully employ user activities from the domains of accu-
mulation, archiving, and construction, and implement them into corporate-con-
trolled platforms.
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Figure 2: Implementation of user activities into commercial applications

The interaction of large numbers of users, user activities-channeling interfaces,
and intelligent information systems show participatory culture to be a hybrid, a
socio-technical ecosystem. The many possible motivations for using these sys-
tems, as well as the plurality of social interaction, reflects heterogeneous partici-
pation that can hardly be grasped with the ideological connotations of earlier en-
thusiast accounts. It will be necessary instead to critically analyze how software
design affects user behavior and how power structures are re-established through
implementing participation in information systems.

Notes

1. Generation C. In Trendwatching.com, March 2004. www.trendwatching.com/trends/GEN-
ERATION_C.htm (accessed June 2008).

2. Time, December 25/January 1, 2007.
3. For a further analysis and critique of the utopian perception of participation, see Eggo

Müller in this volume.
4. The Xbox-Linux Project is hosted at: www.xbox-linux.org (accessed June 2008). There

are a number of musicians using the software Little Sound DJ, Nanoloop or Pocketnoise
to produce music on the Game Boy; see Game Boy Music Club Vienna http://www.
gameboymusicclub.org/ (accessed June 2008). The hacker Aibopet offers a large num-
ber of programs on his website www.aibohack.com. The program DiskoAibo, which
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makes Aibo dance, is available there as well. The Roomba modders meet at Roomba
Community, http://www.roombacommunity.com/ (Acessed June 2008).

5. Companies like Overpeer flooded P2P networks with corrupted files on behalf of music
companies and industry associations. In order to do so, they set up fake networks of
virtual file sharers distributing the corrupted files. As Thomas Mennecke (2005) argues,
these efforts consequently lead to the development of safer and less corruptible file-
sharing protocols such as BitTorrent and eDonkey. Due to its inefficiency, Overpeer
was discontinued in 2005 after three years of anti-P2P activity.

6. Ideological and sociopolitical issues can be channeled through software design. Devel-
oping hermeneutics and methods of analysis is an important task for media studies to
accordingly interpret and criticize ‘back-end politics’ inscribed into design decisions.

7. Section C and E of the Lucasfilm’s Star Wars MashUps Terms of Service. http://starwars.
com/welcome/about/mashup-copyright (accessed August 2007).
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Challenging the magic circle

How online role-playing games are negotiated by
everyday life

Marinka Copier

‘Darn,’ I cursed at myself as I walked up to my desk to turn on my computer. It was mid-
September 2006, I looked at my watch, it was already 7:15 pm and I wanted to be logged
onto the online game World of Warcraft around 7:30 pm. Considering that it was a Sun-
day evening, there would probably be a queue of a few hundred players who wanted to
connect to the Argent Dawn role-play server, just like me. This meant it would be impos-
sible to get logged on before 8:00 pm. I tried to remember what Eiswein wrote in his post
on the official server forum. The caravan of the Argent Archives would leave for Thelsamar
from outside the gates of the Alliance city of Ironforge at 8:30 pm. The dwarven Archivar
Eiswein, a character played by Jørgen (24, Norwegian), head of the Argent Archives role-
play guild and organizer of the event, had asked player-characters to arrive early so he
could hand out assignments and missions. While Windows loaded, I made a quick to-do
list: 1) As we would be traveling through the virtual winter landscape of Dun Morogh I
had to dress my gnome character Speckles Snapwiggle in proper clothes – gloves and furry-
looking boots would be essential for a wintry feel, 2) I had to move Speckles from the
Alliance capital city of Stormwind to Ironforge – the Deeprun Tram that runs between the
two cities would probably be the fastest, 3) I wanted to answer some letters sent through
the in-game postal system. Most of them were job offers for Speckles, who together with her
twin sister Freckles formed a photographers duo called the Snap Sisters. This means they
take on jobs that involve photographing characters and role-play events such as weddings,
sporting events, trials, beauty pageants, markets, and, in this case, the Archives caravan. I
(29, Dutch) picked up my mobile phone and rang my friend Zoe (28, Dutch), who played
the role of the character Freckles. ‘Are you already in?’ I asked, ‘Is there a queue?’ It turned
out that she had been playing the whole day, and yes, she heard there was quite a queue.
There were 260 players in front of me in the queue – I mumbled. Zoe laughed: ‘Be happy if
you make it by eight.’ ‘I’ll get something to eat first, then,’ I replied.

159



The ambiguity of play

In massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs) such as World of
Warcraft (WoW, Blizzard Entertainment 2004), large numbers of players come to-
gether in a complex online environment not only to defeat monsters and each
other in return for virtual gold and armour, but also to turn their avatars into
colourful characters by roleplaying them. The above is an excerpt of my auto-
ethnographic account of the gnome warrior and photographer Speckles Snapwig-
gle, one of the characters I played during my two-year participatory ethnographic
study of role play in WoW (Copier 2007).

According to the game studies concept of the ‘magic circle’, games proceed
within their own boundaries of time and space, absorbing players utterly into a
separate world set off from ordinary life (Salen and Zimmerman 2004). In this
chapter I challenge the concept and metaphor of the magic circle. As T.L. Taylor
argued in Play between worlds, an ethnographic study of the MMORPG Everquest
(Sony Online Entertainment 1999), the notion that we can or should (re)constitute
game boundaries ‘thereby solving the deeper social and regulatory issues that can
nag us’ is very problematic (Taylor 2006, 151).

Although at first glance the above thick description of logging onto WoW
might seem to illustrate a process of entering into a magic circle, I argue that the
magic circle, which resonates references to ‘walled off’ magic rites and places,
supernatural powers, illusions and experiences, blinds us to the ambiguous qua-
lities of games and game play. The thick description also shows that game play is
not only shaped by experiences within the online gaming environment but – often
simultaneously – by (mediated) experiences outside, both online and offline. Not
only before and after logging onto the game, but also while being logged on, I
find myself negotiating the spatial, temporal and social dimensions of the game
play experience. It is precisely this process of negotiating rules and boundaries
that shape not only role play in MMORPGs, but games and game play in general.
As the emergence of Fantasy1 gaming culture from the 1970s onwards, of which
WoW is merely the latest incarnation, ties in with the development of what Man-
uel Castells termed the ‘network society’ (Castells 1996), I introduce the network
perspective as an alternative to the magic circle. The network perspective makes it
possible to understand the ambiguous qualities of online role-playing games.

Role-playing games and the network society

More than 30 years ago, in January 1974, in a garage in the city of Lake Geneva
near Minneapolis, Gary Gygax and Dave Anderson hand-assembled the booklets
that made up (what is generally considered to be) the first Fantasy role-playing
game called Dungeons and Dragons (D&D). Back then it must have been unthinkable
that this blend between war-gaming, educational role play, and Fantasy would
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have such an impact on the development of computer games (King and Borland
2003). Since the release of D&D, the Fantasy gaming world has developed from
what pioneer researcher Gary Alan Fine in 1983 called a ‘rather small, perhaps
trivial, social world’ (Fine 1983, 1), mostly consisting of white, middle-class boys
and men, to a ‘rather big, important, social world in which females now also
make up a significant part’ (Fine 1983, Yee 2005). Between 1999 and 2008, the
number of people playing online role-playing games increased from one to four-
teen million. Approximately ten million people play World of Warcraft; which
equals the population of Belgium.

The current Fantasy gaming world not only includes online games, but also
tabletop role-playing games, live-action roleplaying, wargaming, board games,
and collectible card games. The Dutch Elf Fantasy Fair, the largest Fantasy conven-
tion in Europe that attracts around 20,000 visitors each year, shows how Fantasy
gaming often blends in with a love for Fantasy books, films, television series,
clothing and jewelry, folk music, historical re-enactment, and (neo)pagan spiri-
tuality. A three-year study that I initiated of the visitors to the Fair, in which I
inquired into their interests ranging from gaming to clothing and from music to
spirituality, showed the heterogeneity of the public. Not only in age (ranging from
children to 70-year-olds), but also in gender (an average of 60 per cent female and
40 per cent male) and interests: participants create their own mix of Fantasy cul-
ture in which games often take up a central role (Copier 2005; Copier and Ram-
stedt 2006). In the last three decades, the heterogeneous Fantasy gaming world
has grown exponentially; it has also changed dramatically. While it is still mostly
boys and men playing war games, card games, and tabletop role-playing games,
women and girls are very active in live-action roleplaying and MMORPGs.

In his trilogy The information age: Economy, society and culture (1996, 1997, and 1998),
Castells used rich empirical case studies to map how, from the late 1960s on-
wards, we are witnessing a shift from hierarchies to networks in all sectors of
society. According to Castells, this shift is due to three interdependent processes:
the information technology revolution, the economic crisis of both capitalism and
statism, and the blooming of cultural social movements, such as libertarianism,
human rights, feminism, and environmentalism. Whereas Castells focused on an
analysis of the socio-political forms of social interaction, such as business net-
works in Asia and the Mexican Zapatista movement led by Subcomandante Mar-
cos, online networks of play are also important global and distributed forms of
sociability. Castells’s work is part of a growing body of network theory in which
our society, including science itself, is understood as a complex system shaped by
flows within and between actor networks that are often powered by information
and communication technologies. In order to study the interactions that are
going on between the human and nonhuman actors in these networks, I con-
ducted an ethnographic study of role play in WoW from the perspective of the
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actor-network theory (ANT), a theory and methodology that is part of the network
discourse. ANT, was first developed in Science and Technology Studies (STS) in
the mid-1980s (Callon 1986; Law 1987; Latour 1987, 2005). This method not only
allows us to research collaborative play, it also uncovers how MMORPG research-
ers and their work are tied in with the networks of play and design that they
study.

When Callon, Law, and Latour originally formulated ANT in 1980s, they argued
that to understand the process of knowledge production in science and technol-
ogy, we should map the networked interactions between both human and nonhu-
man actors. In his latest work, Latour reformulated ANT as a new form of social
science that consists of a ‘tracing of associations’, thus offering insight into com-
plexity, instead of mapping a material domain or providing a singular social ex-
planation (Latour 2005). In order to understand how actor networks are formed,
stay together, or fall apart, Latour proposed ethnographic research of actual pro-
cesses. In turn, these experiences should be reassociated and reassembled into a
‘thick description’. In a thick description, behavior is described in its context, in
such a way that it becomes meaningful to the reader (Geertz 1973). Latour insists
on calling ANT a travel guide instead of a methodology. This way, he argued, we
cannot confuse ANT with a frame that is imposed on its object of research. Like a
travel guide, ANT offers suggestions for tracing associations and for traveling
through webs of interrelations. ‘Tracing associations’ allows us to understand
the constant morphing process of the social in and around MMORPGs. Using a
slogan from ANT, you have to ‘follow the actors themselves’: ‘it is no longer
enough to limit actors to the role of informers offering cases of well-known types.
You have to grant them back the ability to make up their own theories of what the
social is made of. Your task is no longer to impose some order, to limit the range
of acceptable entities, to teach actors what they are, or to add some reflexivity to
their blind practice’ (Latour 2005, 12).

In what follows I first introduce my ethnographic study of role play in WoW,
after which I will discuss the historical and theoretical background of the concept
and metaphor of the magic circle. Going back to Homo ludens (1938), the book in
which the Dutch historian Johan Huizinga first introduced the term magic circle
in relation to games and play, I argue that his work is often misinterpreted by
modern game scholars. The network perspective allows us to work from Huizin-
ga’s main premise: understanding the play element of culture.

Role play in online role-playing games

In order to ‘follow the actors’ I became a WoW player, on 11 February 2005, the
day that WoW was released in Europe, along with thousands of others. I had
already been playing tabletop and live-action role-playing games for a few years
and was an active participant in the Dutch Fantasy game culture as a designer,
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researcher, and organizer. Ethnography involves studying a natural research set-
ting over a substantial period of time, thus collecting rich data in order to develop
an empathic understanding of the behaviour and meaning-making of persons in
that setting. In traditional ethnography, three levels are distinguished in which
the researcher can integrate into the culture: observer, participant-observer, or
participant. In an ethnographic study of play in MMORPGs, the researcher does
not have this choice, he or she has to become a participant in order to play; thus,
there is no observer position possible. The participant position makes the
MMORPG researcher into an active actor, both in play and in research networks.

As a player-researcher I chose to focus on the role-play (RP) game mode which
is remarkably absent from MMORPG research. The name ‘Massively Multiplayer
Online Role-Playing Game’ suggests that all its players role play. Paradoxically,
World of Warcraft is coded for instrumental play. As the word ‘warcraft’ in the title
emphasizes, playing the game is about battling monsters and other players. In
order to participate in instrumental play, it is not necessary to perform your ava-
tar. The result of this is that most players use their avatar as a pawn. Psychologist
Nick Yee even feels that the ‘RP’ in MMORPG is ironic, as ‘most MMORPGs have
had to deliberately set aside designated role-playing servers, and these have al-
ways been in the minority’ (Yee 2006). In WoW, these role-play servers are tech-
nically no different from PvE (Player versus Environment) or PvP (Player versus
Player) servers, which means that role play is not written into the code of the
game; rather, it consists of a set of meta-game rules. In order to encourage
players to enact their characters, the developer, Blizzard Entertainment, added
special guidelines, known as ‘role-play policies’: ‘Players who choose to play in
an RP realm should abide by the Role-Playing realm policies and remain in-char-
acter at all times. Role-Playing realms give players the chance to develop charac-
ters with a backstory who do not go blindly from quest to quest, but instead assist
or hamper the efforts of others for reasons of their own’ (Realm types, WoW
website 2004). Most scholars focus on the ‘instrumental’ play that the PvE and
PvP modes offer. The role-play cultures that develop on designated RP servers,
complete with their own rules and etiquette, are not a representative sample of
online play and culture. However, Taylor suggests, by telling ‘border stories’, in
other words, looking at areas of gaming that are normally neglected, we can learn
more about both the games themselves and about the broader culture in which
they are embedded (Taylor 2006, 10).

Let us return to the caravan of the Argent Archives, a role-play guild that Eis-
wein had started as an imaginary subdivision of the Ironforge Library. The narra-
tive of the game holds minimal information on this library in the city of Iron-
forge, which enabled Eiswein to make up his own story, without breaking the
rules of Warcraft’s lore as represented throughout the different games that Bliz-
zard Entertainment published in this setting.
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Upon returning with tea and a cheese sandwich, the queue was down to 145. The good
thing was that the queue gave me some time to clean off the stacks of research papers and
teaching materials from my desk. While eating my sandwich, I turned on MSN and started
chatting with Zoe while I simultaneously went through my e-mail. As Freckles was recovering
from a previous role-play adventure (in which we were stranded on a deserted island), Zoe
would use one of her other characters to travel with the caravan. It was 7:50 pm when I was
finally able to log on.

As she should, Speckles appeared where I had logged out the last time – in a tavern in the
Dwarven district of Stormwind. The top view angle of the camera made my gnomish character
look unpleasantly small, as if I was a giant looking down on her. Using my mouse I quickly
turned and lowered the camera and as I zoomed in, I smiled at the combination of her funny-
looking three red ponytails and the determined expression on the character’s face.

After arriving in Ironforge I spotted Archivar Eiswein standing in front of a table that was
positioned underneath a simple tent. In order to have a better look I scrolled the mouse wheel
forward to turn the camera into first-person perspective. The older dwarf had a long white
beard and was wearing a gray robe combined with a silver-gray tabard that displayed a
compass, and green gloves kept his hands warm. Player-characters had lined up to talk to
him, and he was using a combination of chat and emotes to hand out assignments and
missions. ‘Oh, hello, Miss Snapwiggle,’ Eiswein said. ‘Yes, hullo,’ I replied. ‘Here I am.’ While
I waited for my turn to talk to the Archivar, the group of player-characters wanting to join the
caravan grew fast, and as a result it became almost impossible to follow all the conversations
taking place in the vicinity. I pulled the camera back to third person so I could focus on the
chat of the player-characters nearby, which showed up in the text bubbles above their heads.
‘Now, I will need you to take as many photographs of those that are with us here,’ Eiswein
told Speckles. ‘Do not fear the price of the film you use. The Archives will pay.’

Eiswein asked Speckles to document the trip in snapshots ‘so that nothing be-
comes lost or forgotten’. This not only meant that I would perform the role of
photographer but also that I would take screenshots during the event. Later Eis-
wein used the screenshots taken by both himself and others to make what he calls
a photoreel, a report of the caravan to be posted on the role-play community
website ArgentArchives.org. Here, players document their characters, guild and
role-play experiences in stories, drawings, and screenshots. If we consider the
above auto-ethnographic fragment in terms of the magic circle, is ArgentArc-
hives.org part of World of Warcraft?

Challenging the magic circle

The magic circle became a popular game studies concept due to the work of game
designers and researchers Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman. In their book on
game design fundamentals, Rules of Play (2004), Salen and Zimmerman adopted
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the term ‘magic circle’ as one of the core concepts to define the game experience.
In a chapter that opens with an image of a chalk circle they argue: ‘To play a game
means entering into a magic circle, or perhaps creating one as a game begins.
(…) The term magic circle is appropriate because there is in fact something genu-
inely magical that happens when a game begins (…) Within the magic circle,
special meanings accrue and cluster around objects and behaviors. In effect, a
new reality is created, defined by the rules of the game and inhabited by its
players’ (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 95-96).

Salen and Zimmerman borrowed the term ‘magic circle’ from Huizinga, who
in Homo ludens defined play as an activity that ‘proceeds within its own proper
boundaries of time and space according to fixed rules and in an orderly manner’
(Huizinga 1938, ed. 1955, 13). Huizinga did not label this bounded activity as
taking place within a magic circle, however. He refers to the magic circle, or
‘toovercirkel’ in Dutch, when he compares the playground to similar arenas: ‘the
card-table, the magic circle, the temple, the stage, the screen, the tennis court, the
court of justice, etc., are all in form and function playgrounds, i.e., forbidden
spots, isolated, hedged round, hallowed, within which special rules obtain’ (Hui-
zinga 1938, ed. 1955, 10). Salen and Zimmerman seem to have picked the appeal-
ing term ‘magic circle’ from Huizinga’s list and matched it with both Huizinga’s
and their own definition of games. The term magic circle thus became a powerful
concept and metaphor, leading to a perception of games as safe havens of imagi-
nation and experimentation that are separated from ‘real’ or ‘ordinary’ life. The
game space is understood as a ‘special space’, a ‘fun space’, because players enter
into it voluntarily and are temporarily freed of work. Even though the metaphor of
the magic circle might seem to be especially fitting for research into Fantasy role-
playing games, some researchers, including myself, have expressed their concern
about the magic circle (Castronova 2005; Consalvo 2005; Copier 2005, 2007;
Lammes 2006; Montola 2005; Nieuwdorp 2005; Roderiquez 2006; Taylor 2006;
Pargman and Jakobsson 2006).²

In trying to find a way around the ‘magic’ and the ‘strong boundaries’ of the
metaphor of the magic circle in order to express how they can both be open and
closed, a few game researchers reformulated the magic circle. In discussing per-
vasive games, Eva Nieuwdorp (2005) chose to adapt Erving Goffman’s metaphor
of the screen: ‘the screen not only selects but also transforms what is passed
through it’ (Goffman 1961, 33). In his economic analysis of MMORPGs, Edward
Castronova opted for the term ‘porous membrane’: ‘people are crossing it all the
time in both directions, carrying their behavioral assumptions and attitudes with
them. As a result, the valuation of things in cyberspace becomes enmeshed in the
valuation of things outside cyberspace’ (Castronova 2005, 150). In her ethnogra-
phy of Everquest, Taylor defined MMORPG play as ‘play between worlds’: ‘Playing
EQ is about playing between worlds – playing back, and forth, across the bound-
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aries of the game and the game world, and the “real” or nonliteral game space’
(Taylor 2006, 17). Building on these modifications of the magic circle, Daniel
Pargman and Peter Jakobsson proposed a ‘weak-boundary hypothesis’ (Pargman
and Jakobsson 2006). In order to adopt a more flexible idea of the boundaries of
play, they (re)introduced Erving Goffman’s concept of ‘frames’ and Fine’s idea of
‘frames-within-frames’, which suggests that inside the primary framework
(which is the basis for everything we do), we establish roles and subframes that
redefine the situation. Pargman and Jakobsson argued that gaming creates a spe-
cific set of roles or subframes. Thus, they replaced the magic circle with the por-
ous or weak boundaries of the game framework, which holds the conventions of
the game. In line with the work of Goffman and Fine, they state that, ‘There is
nothing magical about switching between roles. It is something we do all the
time and can literally be done at the blink of an eye’ (Pargman and Jakobsson
2006).

Even though these reconfigurations of the magic circle assist in uncovering the
ambiguous qualities of games and game play, I still find the concept and meta-
phor of the magic circle problematic in two ways. Conceptually, the magic circle
refers to a pre-existing artificiality of the game space, which creates a dichotomy
between the real and the imaginary that hides the fact that digital play is a materi-
al practice which is deeply anchored in everyday life. The metaphor of the magic
circle makes the boundary between ‘game’ and ‘non-game’ even stronger because
it represents the game space as an isolated magical wonderland which seems to
be almost impossible to grasp rationally. In order to discuss the relation between
fantasy and reality, scholars have opted for a counter-rhetoric that includes break-
ing or blurring the boundaries between the inside and outside of a game.
MMORPG researchers have, for instance, argued that the magic circle of
MMORPGs becomes porous when we consider the sale of virtual items and gold
on eBay (Castronova 2005; Taylor 2006). In order to understand this paradox of
the magic circle, in which games can be both open and closed, we have to engage
more critically with Salen and Zimmerman’s Rules of play and Huizinga’s Homo
ludens.

The play element of culture

Huizinga wrote his definition of play in relation to his overarching argument that
culture is sub specie ludi: civilization arises and unfolds in and as play. His main
goal was not to analyze the play element in culture, but to understand the play
element of culture; how culture itself is formed through the process of play.
Therefore, Huizinga argued that even though ‘play is distinct from “ordinary” life
both as to locality and duration’, at the same time, it is an important part of daily
life: ‘play presents itself to us in the first instance: as an intermezzo, an interlude in
our daily lives. As a regularly recurring relaxation, however, it becomes the ac-
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companiment, the complement, in fact an integral part of life in general’ (Huizin-
ga 1938, ed. 1955, 9). In his analysis of Homo ludens, Hector Rodriquez argues that
Huizinga underscores that the concept of play often cannot be circumscribed
within precise conceptual boundaries. ‘His entire study can be seen as an effort
to speak as precisely as possible about categories and distinctions that cannot be
neatly demarcated’ (Roderiquez 2006). That many game scholars focus on Hui-
zinga’s bounded definition of play instead of his more ambiguous cultural inter-
pretation of play might also be due to the fact that against Huizinga’s will, the
English subtitle of his book became ‘A study of the play element in culture’ in-
stead of ‘of culture’, thus hiding the nature of his overarching argument.

A closer look at Salen and Zimmerman’s work reveals that they also deal with
this paradox of play. Building on Huizinga’s idea that games are ‘temporary
worlds within the ordinary world’, Salen and Zimmerman argued that games can
be open or closed systems depending on the perspective that we choose. They
distinguished between three primary perspectives: rules (formal perspective),
play (experiential perspective), and culture (cultural perspective). Salen and Zim-
merman claimed that the formal systems of games are closed, whereas if we con-
sider games as play, the magic circle can be either open or closed and considered
as culture; games are extremely open systems. Salen and Zimmerman even ar-
gued that the study of game phenomena that cross the borders of the magic circle
(such as computer-mediated and analogue role-playing games, player-generated
mods [modifications] and hacks, level editors and tools designed for players,
games created as open-source systems, games that are played within and across
multiple platforms, and self-organizing social networks) are essential for the fu-
ture of innovative game development. As Huizinga’s overarching argument is for-
mulated from a cultural perspective, Salen and Zimmerman – based on their cate-
gorization of rules, play and culture – would probably argue that he considers
games to be open systems. Also taking into account the strong metaphor, I pro-
pose to withdraw from the magic circle (Copier 2005, 2007). I suggest we shift
our focus from a study of games in culture to a study of game-play as one of the
play elements and producers of culture.

Exploring ethical choices in relation to games and players, Mia Consalvo ar-
gues that we should build a theoretical framework that transcends ‘the place
apart’ that games are often constructed as: ‘For many players, playing games is,
in some measure, a playing with rules and their boundaries’ (Consalvo 2005, 10).
Those rules and boundaries construct a specific game context. In turn, this con-
text only exists in relation to other contexts, rules and boundaries. Play is thus
always a negotiation of rules and boundaries both in the specific context itself
but also in relation to other rules and boundaries. Defining pervasive gaming,
Montola states that the genre explores the magic circle in spatial, temporal and
social dimensions. He adds that the spatial, temporal and social dimensions can
provide new ways of analyzing ‘traditional’ games as well, as even non-pervasive
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games do not exist in isolation (Montola 2005, 3). Instead of looking for the
boundaries of the metaphorical magic circle, we can use a network perspective to
map how every game and game experience is negotiated spatially, temporally and
socially. Considering the above auto-ethnographic fragment in terms of the magic
circle, ArgentArchives.org would not be part of the game experience as it has a
different online place and rules. However, from the network perspective, I would
analyze that WoW creates a specific context and rule set which is for instance
negotiated spatially (by a website outside of the game), temporally (by players
who are for instance adding information to the website while at work) and so-
cially (by players who stop playing WoW, but are still roleplaying through their
profiles on ArgentArchives.org).

From the network perspective, role play is especially interesting as it underlines in
many ways how game play can be negotiated. I consider the role-play game mode
to be a highly ‘contested’ form of play, even on RP servers. Technically, role play
is ‘optional’, the effect of this is that there is a constant negotiation process going
on between players regarding the type of game-play and behavior that is accept-
able. Besides this, role play in itself is a play mode which revolves around negotia-
tion. This contested relationship between instrumental game play and role play in
WoW can be traced back throughout the code and culture to previous digital and
analogue Fantasy role-playing games (Copier 2007). Role play is a collaborative
experience; by playing the role of their characters, players are creating a ‘shared
fantasy’ (Fine 1983) or ‘shared imagined space’ (Edwards 2004).

For example, a player who decides to roleplay a gnomish innkeeper needs other
players who are willing to enact their characters to be his personnel or guests in
his tavern. Players who theorize tabletop role play called this the ‘lumpley princi-
ple’, after the nickname of the independent game designer, Vincent Baker. Baker
stated that the essence of role play is negotiating which situations or events can
be part of the shared fantasy (Edwards 2004). This negotiation process, and its
constantly morphing outcome, is shaped by a wide range of explicit and implicit
factors such as the 3D graphical design, rules of the game, Warcraft lore, charac-
ter backgrounds, character performance, player motivations, and the interperso-
nal relationships between both the characters and the players. Our gnomish inn-
keeper has to deal with two types of negotiations: players who come in with no
intention of pretending that their character is a guest in a tavern, and players who
act as if they are in a tavern and, for example, may roleplay their character as a
friendly customer. Through negotiation, role players create a shared fantasy in
which they not only form their characters, but through which they also concep-
tually blend conventions, identities, and interpersonal relationships. As there are
thousands of player-characters on one RP server, there is not just one shared
fantasy; instead, there are multiple fantasies that are continually negotiated as
well. Using ANT we can study the functioning of these negotiation processes as
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well as the in-character and out-of-character roles, conventions, identities, and
interpersonal relationships that self-proclaimed role-players negotiate in and
through the systems of the commercially distributed game WoW. It is precisely
the ‘contested’ and ‘negotiated’ characteristics that make role play very useful in
uncovering the functioning of the systems that MMORPGs are and the cultures in
which they are embedded.

A shift from games to the play element of culture, in other words to game play
from a cultural perspective, is also what differentiates the work of Fine from most
recent scholarship on digital games. By building on the work of Goffman and
Fine, Pargman and Jakobsson’s ‘weak-boundary hypothesis’ also focuses on play
instead of games, which separates their alternative from, for instance, the ‘porous
membrane’ (Castronova 2005). A focus on play as social interaction within a spe-
cific context opens up possibilities to discuss the ambiguity and variability of
game play, for instance with regard to the relation between the real and the ima-
ginary, not in terms of a ‘closed’ and ‘magical’ circle but as constructs that are
under constant negotiation. Rules are also one part of these constructs that can
be negotiated and (re)constructed. The role-play experience is shaped by (re)con-
structions and negotiations between various real and imaginary frames, between
what I call the ‘code and culture’ of the game.

Conclusions

To recapitulate, the concept of the magic circle refers to a pre-existing artificiality
of the game space that, combined with the strong metaphor, creates a dichotomy
between the real and the imaginary which hides the ambiguity, variability, and
complexity of actual games and play. I propose to withdraw from the magic circle
and suggest we shift our focus from a study of games in culture to a study of
game-play as one of the play elements and producers of culture. A network per-
spective allows us to understand how every game and game experience is nego-
tiated spatially, temporally and socially.

As networks of human and nonhuman actors, online role-playing games are
simultaneously tied in with other networks of production, power, and experience.
Together, these networks make up what Castells called the network society. From
the network perspective, role play is especially interesting. Role play is a contested
and negotiated style of play, which makes it useful to uncover the rules, play, and
culture that are constructed through online role-playing games. Additionally, be-
cause role-players consciously engage in the process of constructing and nego-
tiating roles and frames, it becomes very visible how, through MMORPG play,
pre-existing roles and frames are negotiated and (re)constructed, while at the
same time new roles and frames are being constructed. These roles and frames
can simultaneously be related to what we consider to be real and imaginary, game
and non-game, online and offline. For various situations we construct different
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roles and cognitive frames, but these identities and frames exist simultaneously,
they are porous and never fixed. These roles and frames can never be fixed be-
cause they are continually being negotiated and (re)constructed, as both Huizinga
and Goffman suggested, often through play-like processes. Games are merely
one of the settings in which these processes take place.

Notes

1. ‘Fantasy’ as a genre of imaginative fiction is capitalized in order to differentiate from
fantasy in general, meaning the creation of the imaginative.

2. For a critical discussion of the issue of the magic circle in relation to pervasive games,
see the chapter by Eva Nieuwdorp in this book.
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Renaissance now!

The gamers’ perspective

Douglas Rushkoff

The frightening news is that we are living in a story. The reassuring part is that it
is a story we are writing ourselves. Alas, though, most of us do not even know it –
or are afraid to accept it. Never before did we have so much access to the tools of
storytelling – yet few of us are willing to participate in their creation.¹ Gamers
might be today’s most likely candidates to helm what I hope will be a renaissance
in our relationship to stories as well as the reality they mean to describe and
influence.

We are living in a world of stories. We cannot help but use narratives to under-
stand the events that occur around us. The unpredictability of nature, emotions,
social interactions and power relationships led human beings, from prehistoric
times, to develop narratives that described the patterns underlying the movements
of these forces. Although we like to believe that primitive people actually believed
the myths they created about everything from the weather to the afterlife, a grow-
ing camp of religious historians are coming to the conclusion that early religions
were understood much more metaphorically than we understand religion today.
They did not believe that the wind or rain were gods; they invented characters
whose personalities reflected the properties of these elements. The characters
and their stories served more as ways of remembering that it would be cold for
four months before spring returns than genuinely accepted explanations. The
people were quite self-consciously and actively anthropomorphizing the forces of
nature.

As different people and groups competed for authority, they used their narra-
tives quite differently. They used their stories to gain advantage. Stories were no
longer being used simply to predict the patterns of nature but to describe and
influence the course of politics, economics, and power. In such a world, stories
compete solely on the basis of their ability to win believers, to be understood as
real. When the Pharaoh or King is treated as if he were a god, it means his sub-
jects are still actively participating in the sham. He still needs to prove his po-
tency, in real ways, at regular intervals. But if the ruler can somehow get his
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followers to accept the story of his divine authority as historical fact, then he need
prove nothing. The story itself serves as a substitute for reality.

Since biblical times, we have been living in a world where the stories we use to
describe and predict our reality have been presented as truth and mistaken for
fact. These narratives, and their tellers, compete for believers in two ways:
through the content of the stories, and through the medium or tools through
which the stories are told. The content of a story might be considered the ‘what’,
while the technology through which the story is transmitted can be considered
the ‘how’. A story can vie for believers in both ways – through the narrative itself,
or by changing the level of the playing field on which it is competing.

Exclusive access to the ‘how’ of storytelling lets a storyteller monopolize the
‘what’ . In ancient times, people were captivated by the epic storyteller as much
for his ability to remember thousands of lines of text as for the actual content of
the Iliad or Odyssey. Likewise, a television program or commercial holds us in its
spell as much through the magic of broadcasting technology as its teleplay. Who-
ever has power to get inside that magic box has the power to write the story we
end up believing.

After all, we do not call the stuff on television ‘programming’ for nothing. The
people making television are not programming our TV sets or their evening sche-
dules; they are programming us. We use the dial to select which program we are
going to receive, and then we submit to it. This is not so dangerous in itself, but
the less control we have over exactly what is fed to us through the tube, the more
vulnerable we are to the whims of our programmers.

For most of us, what goes on in the television set is magic. Before the age of
video recorders and camcorders, it was even more so. A television program is a
magic act. Whoever has gotten his image in that box must be special. Back in the
1960s, Walter Cronkite used to end his newscast with the assertion, ‘and that’s
the way it is.’ It was his ability to appear in the magic box that gave him the
tremendous authority necessary to lay claim to the absolute truth.

I have always recoiled when this rhetorical advantage is exploited by those who
have the power to monopolize a medium. Back in college, I remember being
incensed by a scene in the third Star Wars movie, Return of the Jedi. Luke and Han
Solo have landed on an alien moon and are taken prisoner by a tribe of little furry
creatures called Ewoks. In an effort to win their liberation, Luke’s two robots tell
the Ewoks the story of their heroes’ struggle against the dark forces of the Em-
pire. C3PO, the golden android, relates the tale, while little R2D2 projects holo-
graphic images of battling spaceships. The Ewoks are dazzled by R2’s special
effects and engrossed in C3PO’s tale. The ‘how’ and the ‘what’. They are so
moved by the story that they not only release their prisoners but fight a violent
war on their behalf! I kept wondering, what if Darth Vader had gotten down to
the alien moon first and told his side of the story complete with his own special
effects?
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Similarly, television programming, like the many one-way media before it,
communicates through stories, and it influences us through its seemingly magi-
cal capabilities. The programmer creates a character we like – with whom we can
identify. As a series of plot developments bring that character into some kind of
danger, we follow him, and a sense of tension rises within us.

This is what Aristotle, in his role as one of the first theater analysts, called the
rising arc of dramatic action. The storyteller brings the character and the audi-
ence into as much danger as we can tolerate before inventing his solution – the
rescue – allowing us all to let out a big sigh of relief. Back in Aristotle’s day, this
solution was called Deus ex machina (God from the machine), and one of the Greek
gods would descend on a mechanism from the rafters and save the day. In an
Arnold Schwarzenegger movie, that miraculous solution might take the form of a
new, super-powered laser gun. In a commercial, well, it is the product being ad-
vertised. In any case, if he has got a captive audience, the storyteller can pick
whichever solution he wants, and if we have been following the story into increas-
ing anxiety, we will take it.

Television commercials honed this storytelling technique into the perfect 30-
second package. A man is at work. His wife calls to tell him she has crashed the
car. The boss comes in to tell him he just lost a big account. His bank statement
shows he is in the red. His secretary quits. Now his head hurts. We have followed
the poor guy all this way, and we feel his pain. What can he do? He opens the top
desk drawer and finds his bottle of Brand A Pain Reliever! He swallows the pills as
an awe-inspiring high-tech animation demonstrates to us the way the pill passes
through his body, relieving his pain.

In a passive and mysterious medium, when we are brought into a state of vicar-
ious tension, the storyteller can make us swallow any pill he chooses. Only by
accepting his solution can we be freed from our despair.

Interactive media changed this equation. Imagine if your grandfather were
watching that aspirin commercial back in 1955 on his old console television.
Even if he suspected that he was watching a commercial designed to put him into
a state of anxiety, in order to change the channel and remove himself from the
externally imposed tension, he would have to move the popcorn off his lap, pull
up the lever on his recliner, walk up to the television set, and manually turn the
dial. That is a somewhat rebellious action for a bleary-eyed television viewer. To
sit through the rest of the commercial, however harrowing, might cost him only a
tiny quantity of human energy until the pills come out of the drawer. The brain,
being lazy, chooses the path of least resistance, and grandpa sits through the
whole commercial.

Flash forward to 1990. A kid with a remote control in his hand makes the same
mental calculation: an ounce of stress, or an infinitesimally small quantity of hu-
man effort to move his finger an eighth of an inch and he is free! The remote
control gives viewers the power to remove themselves from the storyteller’s spell,
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with almost no effort. Watch a kid – or yourself – the next time he channel surfs
from program to program. He is not changing the channel because he’s bored.
He surfs away when he senses that he is being put into an imposed state of ten-
sion.

The remote control breaks down the ‘what’. It allows a viewer to deconstruct
the content of television media and avoid falling under the programmer’s spell. If
he does get back around the dial to watch the end of a program, he no longer has
the same captivated orientation. Kids with remotes are not watching television –

they are watching the television, playing television. Putting it through its paces.
Just as the remote control allowed a generation to deconstruct the content of

television, the videogame joystick demystified its technology. Remember back to
the first time you ever saw a videogame. It was probably Pong, that primitive black
and white depiction of a ping pong table, with a square on either side of the
screen representing the paddle, and a tiny white dot representing the ball. Now,
remember the exhilaration you felt at playing that game for the very first time.
Was it because you had always wanted an effective simulation of ping pong? Did
you celebrate because you would be able to practise without purchasing an entire
table and installing it in the basement? Of course not. You were celebrating the
simple ability to be able to move the pixels on the screen for the first time. It was
a moment of revolution! The screen was no longer the exclusive turf of the televi-
sion broadcasters. Thanks to the joystick, as well as the subsequent introduction
of the VCR and camcorder, we were empowered to move the pixels ourselves. The
TV was no longer magical. Its functioning had become transparent.

Finally, the computer mouse and keyboard transformed a receive-only monitor
into a portal. Packaged programming was no longer any more valuable – or valid
– than the words we could type ourselves. The addition of a modem turned the
computer into a broadcast facility. We were no longer dependent on the content
of Rupert Murdoch or CBS but could create and disseminate our own. The Inter-
net revolution was a ‘do-it-yourself’ or DIY revolution. The people were now the
content. New forms of community were being formed.

Of course this represented a tremendous threat to business as usual. Studies in
the mid-1990s showed that families with Internet-capable computers were watch-
ing an average of nine hours less television per week. What is worse, Internet
enthusiasts were sharing information, ideas, and even whole computer programs,
for free! Software known as ‘freeware’ and ‘shareware’ gave rise to a gift economy
based on community and mutual self-interest. People were turning to alternative
news and entertainment sources for which they did not have to pay – and, worse,
they were watching fewer commercials. Something had to be done. And it was.

Through a series of both deliberate and utterly systemic responses to the threat
of interactivity, the mainstream media sought to reverse the effects of the remote,
the joystick, and the mouse. Borrowing a term from 1970s social science, media
business advocates declared that we were now living in an ‘attention economy’.
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True enough, the media space might be infinite, but there are only so many hours
in a day during which potential audience members might be viewing a program.
These units of human time became known as ‘eyeball-hours’, and pains were
taken to create TV shows and web sites ‘sticky’ enough to engage those eyeballs
long enough to show them an advertisement. Perhaps coincidentally, the growth
of the attention economy was accompanied by an increase of concern over the
‘attention spans’ of young people. Channel surfing and similar behavior became
equated with a very real but differently diagnosed childhood illness called Atten-
tion Deficit Disorder. Children who refused to pay attention were much too
quickly drugged, before the real reasons for their adaptation to the onslaught of
commercial messages were even considered.

The demystification of media enabled by the joystick and other tools was
quickly reversed through the development of increasingly opaque computer inter-
faces. Whereas an early DOS computer user tended to understand a lot about how
his computer stored information and launched programs, later operating systems
such as Windows 95 put more barriers in place. Although these operating sys-
tems make computers easier to use in certain ways, they prevent users from gain-
ing access or command over its more intricate processes. Now, to install a new
program, users must consult ‘the wizard’. What better metaphor do we need for
the remystification of the computer? As a result, ‘computer literacy’ no longer
means being able to program a computer, but merely knowing how to use Micro-
soft Office.

Finally, the DIY ethic of the Internet community was replaced by the new value
of commerce. The communications age was rebranded as an ‘information age’
even though the Internet had never really been about downloading files or data
but, instead, about communicating with other people. The difference was that
information, or ‘content’, could be bought and sold, unlike real human interac-
tion. It is a commodity. When selling information online did not work, business
people turned to selling real products online. Thus, the e-commerce boom was
ignited. Soon the Internet became the World Wide Web, whose opaque and im-
age-heavy interfaces made it increasingly one-way and read-only – more condu-
cive to commerce than communication.

Although very few e-commerce companies actually made any money selling
goods, the idea that they could was all that mattered. News stories about online
communities were soon overshadowed by those about daring young entrepre-
neurs launching multi-million-dollar IPOs (initial public offering of shares). In-
ternet journalism moved from the culture section to the business pages as the dot.
com pyramid scheme became the dominant new media story.

And so a medium born out of the ability to break through packaged stories was
now being used to promote a new, equally dangerous one: the great pyramid. A
smart kid writes a business plan. He finds a few ‘angel investors’ to back him up
long enough for him to land some first-level investors. Below them on the pyra-
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mid are several more rounds of investors until the investment bank gets involved.
Another few levels of investors buy in until the decision is made to ‘go public’.
This means that poor suckers like you and I can invest, too, by purchasing a new-
ly issued stock on the NASDAQ exchange. Of course, by this point, the angels and
other early investors are executing what is known as their ‘exit strategy’. It used to
be known as a carpet bag. In any case, they are gone, and we are left holding the
soon-to-be-worthless shares.

Tragically, but perhaps luckily, the dot.com bubble burst, along with the story
being used to keep it inflated. The entire cycle – the birth of a new medium, the
battle to control it, and the downfall of the first victorious camp – taught us a lot
about the relationship of stories to the technologies through which they are dis-
seminated. And the whole ordeal may have given us another opportunity for re-
naissance.

Renaissance now?

Many considered the birth of the Internet era a revolution. My best friends – par-
ticularly those in the counterculture – saw in the Internet an opportunity to topple
the storytellers who had dominated our politics, economics, society, and religion,
in short, our very reality, and to replace their stories with ones of our own. It was
a beautiful and exciting sentiment, but one as based in a particular narrative as
any other. Revolutions simply replace one story with another. The capitalist nar-
rative is replaced by the communist; the religious fundamentalist’s by the gnos-
tic’s. The means may be different, but the rewards are the same, as is the exclu-
sivity of their distribution. That is why they are called revolutions; we are just
going in a circle.

I prefer to think of the proliferation of interactive media as an opportunity for
renaissance: a moment when we have the opportunity to step entirely out of the
story. Renaissances are historical instances of widespread recontextualization.
People in a variety of different arts, philosophies, and sciences have the ability to
reframe their reality.² Quite literally, renaissance means ‘rebirth’. It is the rebirth
of old ideas in a new context. A renaissance is a dimensional leap, when our
perspective shifts so dramatically that our understanding of the oldest, most fun-
damental elements of existence changes. The stories we have been using no long-
er work.

Take a look back at what we think of as the original Renaissance – the one we
were taught in school. What were the main leaps in perspective? Well, most ob-
viously, perspective painting itself. Artists developed the technique of the ‘vanish-
ing point’ and with it the ability to paint three-dimensional representations on
two-dimensional surfaces. The character of this innovation is subtle, but distinct.
It is not a technique for working in three dimensions; it is not that artists moved
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from working on canvas to working with clay. Rather, perspective painting allows
an artist to relate between dimensions.

Likewise, calculus – another key Renaissance invention – is a mathematical
system that allows us to derive one dimension from another. It is a way of de-
scribing curves with the language of lines, and spheres with the language of
curves. The leap from arithmetic to calculus was not just a leap in our ability to
work with higher-dimensional objects, but a leap in our ability to relate the ob-
jects of one dimension to the objects of another. It was a shift in perspective that
allowed us to orient ourselves to mathematical objects from beyond the context of
their own dimensionality.

The other main features of the Renaissance permitted similar shifts in perspec-
tive. Circumnavigation of the globe changed our relationship to the planet we live
on and the maps we used to describe it.³ The maps still worked, of course – only
they described a globe instead of a plane. Anyone hoping to navigate a course had
to be able to relate a two-dimensional map to the new reality of a three-dimen-
sional planet. Similarly, the invention of moveable type and the printing press
changed the relationship of author and audience to text. The creation of a manu-
script was no longer a one-pointed affair. Well, the creation of the first manu-
script still was – but now it could be replicated and distributed to everyone. It was
still one story, but now it was subject to a multiplicity of individual perspectives.
This lattermost innovation alone changed the landscape of religion in the Wes-
tern world. Individual interpretation of the Bible led to the collapse of church
authority and the unilateral nature of its decrees. Everyone demanded his or her
own relationship to the story.

In all these cases, people experienced a very particular shift in their relationship
to and understanding of dimensions. Understood this way, a renaissance is a mo-
ment of reframing. We step out of the frame as it is currently defined, and see the
whole picture in a new context. We can then play by new rules.

It is akin to the experience of a gamer. At first, a gamer will play a video or
computer game by the rules. He will read the manual, if necessary, then move
through the various levels of the game. Mastery of the game, at this stage, means
getting to the end – making it to the last level, surviving, becoming the most
powerful character or, in the case of a simulation game, designing and maintain-
ing a thriving family, city, or civilization. And, for many gamers, this is as far as it
goes.

Some gamers, though – usually after they have mastered this level of play – will
venture out onto the Internet in search of other fans or user groups. There, they
will gather the ‘cheat codes’ that can be used to acquire special abilities within the
game, such as invisibility or an infinite supply of ammunition. When the gamer
returns to the game with his new secret codes, is he still playing the game, or is
he cheating? From a renaissance perspective, he is still playing the game – albeit,
a different one. His playing field has grown from the CD on which the game was
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shipped, to the entire universe of computers where these secret codes and abil-
ities can be discussed and shared.4 He is no longer playing the game, but a meta-
game; the inner game world is still fun, but it is distanced by the gamer’s new
perspective –much in the way we are distanced from the play-within-a-play in one
of Shakespeare’s comedies or dramas. And the meta-theatrical convention gives
us a new perspective on the greater story as well. It is as if we are looking at a
series of proscenium arches and being invited, as an audience, to consider
whether we are within a proscenium arch ourselves.

Gaming – as a metaphor but also as a lived experience – invites a renaissance
perspective on the world in which we live. Perhaps gamers and game culture have
been as responsible as anyone for the rise in expressly self-similar forms of televi-
sion, such as Beavis and Butthead, The Simpsons, and South Park. The joy of such
programs is not the relief of reaching the climax of the linear narrative, but rather
the momentary thrill of making connections. The satisfaction is recognizing
which bits of media are being satirized at any given moment. It is an entirely new
perspective on television – where programs exist more in the form of Talmudic
commentary – perspectives on perspectives on perspectives. We watch screens
within screens – constantly reminded, almost as in a Brecht play – of the artifice
of storytelling.

The great Renaissance was a simple leap in perspective. Instead of seeing
everything in one dimension, we came to realize there was more than one dimen-
sion in which things were occurring. Even the Elizabethan world picture, with its
concentric rings of authority – God, king, man, animals – reflects this newfound
way of contending with the simultaneity of action in many dimensions at once. A
gamer stepping out onto the Internet to find a cheat code certainly reaches this
renaissance level of awareness and skill.

But what of the gamer who then learns to program new games for himself? He,
I would argue, has stepped out of yet another frame into our current renaissance.
He has deconstructed the content of the game, demystified the technology of its
interface, and now feels ready to open the codes and turn the game into a do-it-
yourself activity. This is precisely the character and quality of the dimensional
leap associated with today’s renaissance, as well.

The evidence of today’s renaissance is at least as profound as that of the one
that went before. The 16th century saw the successful circumnavigation of the
globe via the seas. The 20th century saw the successful circumnavigation of the
globe from space. The first pictures of earth from space changed our perspective
on this sphere, forever. In the same century, our dominance over the planet was
confirmed not just through our ability to travel around it, but to destroy it. The
atomic bomb (itself the result of a rude dimensional interchange between submo-
lecular particles) gave us the ability to destroy the globe. Now, instead of merely
being able to circumnavigate ‘God’s’ creation, we could actively destroy it. This is
a new perspective.
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We also have our equivalent of perspective painting, in the invention of the
holograph. The holograph allows us to represent not just three, but four dimen-
sions on a two-dimensional plate. When the viewer walks past a holograph, she
can observe the three-dimensional object over the course of time. A bird can flap
its wings in a single picture. But, more importantly for our renaissance’s pur-
poses, the holographic plate itself embodies a new renaissance principle. When
the plate is smashed into hundreds of pieces, we do not find that one piece con-
tains the bird’s wing, and another piece the bird’s beak. No, each piece of the
plate contains a faint image of the entire subject, albeit a faint one. When the
pieces are put together, the image achieves greater resolution. But each piece
contains a representation of the totality – a leap in dimensional understanding
that is now informing disciplines as diverse as brain anatomy and computer pro-
gramming.

Our analogue to calculus is the development of systems theory, chaos math,
and the much-celebrated fractal. Confronting nonlinear equations on their own
terms for the first time, mathematicians armed with computers are coming to
new understandings of the way numbers can represent the complex relationships
between dimensions. Accepting that the surfaces in our world, from coastlines to
clouds, exhibit the properties of both two- and three-dimensional objects (just
what is the surface area of a cloud?), they came up with ways of working with and
representing objects with fractional dimensionality. Using fractals and their equa-
tions, we can now represent and work with objects from the natural world that
defied Cartesian analysis. We have also become able to develop mathematical
models that reflect many more properties of nature’s own systems – such as self-
similarity and remote high leverage points. Again, we find this renaissance char-
acterized by the ability of an individual to reflect, or even affect, the grand narra-
tive. To write the game.

Finally, our renaissance’s answer to the printing press is the computer and its
ability to network. Just as the printing press gave everyone access to readership,
the computer and Internet give everyone access to authorship. The first Renais-
sance took us from the position of passive recipient to active interpreter. Our
current renaissance brings us from a position of active interpretation to one of
authorship. We are the creators.

As game programmers instead of game players, we begin to become aware of
just how much of our reality is, indeed, open source – up for discussion. So much
of what seemed like impenetrable hardware is actually software, and ripe for re-
programming. The stories we use to understand the world seem less like explana-
tions and more like collaborations. They are rule sets – and only as good as their
ability to explain the patterns of history or predict those of the future.

Consider the experience of a cartographer attempting to hold a conversation
with a surfer. They both can claim intimate knowledge of the ocean, but from
vastly different perspectives. While the mapmaker understands the sea as a series

renaissance now! 181



of longitude and latitude lines, the surfer sees only a motion of waves that are not
even depicted on the cartographer’s map. If the cartographer were to call out
from the beach to the surfer and ask him whether he is above or below the forty-
third parallel, the surfer would be unable to respond. The mapmaker would have
no choice but to conclude that the surfer was hopelessly lost. If any of us were
asked to choose which one we would rather rely on to get us back to shore, most
of us would pick the surfer. He experiences the water as a system of moving
waves and stands a much better chance of navigating a safe course through
them. Each surfer at each location and each moment of the day experiences an
entirely different ocean. The cartographer experiences the same map, no matter
what. He has a more permanent model, but his liability is his propensity to mis-
take his map for the actual territory.

The difference between the cartographer and the surfer’s experience of the
ocean is akin to pre- and post-renaissance relationships to story. The first relies
on the most linear and static interpretations of the story in order to create a static
and authoritative template through which to glean its meaning. The latter relies
on the living, moment-to-moment perceptions of its many active interpreters to
develop a way of relating to its many changing patterns. Ultimately, in a cognitive
process not unlike that employed by a chaos mathematician, the surfer learns to
recognize the order underlying what at first appears to be random turbulence.
Likewise, the surfer understands each moment and event in his world – like a
toss of the I-Ching coins were once understood – as a possible reflection on any
other in the entire system.

The renaissance experience of moving from game to meta-game allows every-
thing old to look new again. We are liberated from the maps we have been using
to navigate our world, and free to create new ones based on our own observa-
tions. This invariably leads to a whole new era of competition. Renaissance may
be a rebirth of old ideas in a new context, but which ideas get to be reborn?

The first to recognize the new renaissance will compete to have their ideologies
be the ones that are ‘rebirthed’ in this new context. This is why, with the emer-
gence of the Internet, we saw the attempted rebirth (and occasional stillbirth) of
everything from paganism to libertarianism, and communism to psychedelia. Pre-
dictably, the financial markets and consumer capitalism – the dominant narra-
tives of our era – were the first to successfully commandeer the renaissance. But
they squandered their story on a pyramid scheme – indeed, the accelerating force
of computers and networks tends to force any story to its logical conclusion – and
now the interactive renaissance is once again up for grabs.

Were I in the futurism business, I’d predict that gamers will be the next to steer
the direction of our renaissance, and that they may have entirely better results.
For, unlike businessmen or even politicians, gamers know that the reality they
are engineering is not real. This is why cheating is not really cheating – but
merely playing from a new perspective. It is all play. Where gamers may have
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formerly been competing from within the game, now they meet and compete on
an entirely new level – and, in comparison, they fight as gods. This is a powerful
perspective from which to operate, and one that may grow in popularity as games
become an even more central entertainment in mass culture.

Without even a convincing business-to-business strategy on which to hang
their market hopes, increasing numbers of hi-tech speculators are coming to the
irrefutable conclusion that they just spent billions of their own and other people’s
money on a communications infrastructure that amounts, more than anything
else, to a network gaming platform.

No, the Internet is not a content delivery system. It is not a way to download
movies or even songs. It is a way of connecting gaming consoles. The only ques-
tions left are whether processing will be done on centralized servers or within the
consoles, and how to cope with latency problems in transmission. The rest is a
done deal. The gamers (remember who started this Internet craze, after all…)
managed to convince the world to build them the most expensive toy in the his-
tory of civilization. To some, this might seem like a sad turn of events. I do not
think it is.

Renaissances afford us the ability to rethink and redesign our world using en-
tirely new rule sets. The shift in perspective, itself, however, is probably more
valuable than where it takes us. It is an open window – a moment when the very
control panel of our world is up for grabs. For as surely as it opened up, this
window will close again once a sufficient consensus has been reached. We will
then go on, accepting some new, albeit more dimensionalized, picture of reality
as the truth, and mistake yet another map as the territory.

Our present, mid-renaissance moment, however, is a window of opportunity. It
is like the peak of a mystical experience or psychedelic trip – that moment when
the journeyer thinks to himself, ‘how will I remember this when I am back to
reality?’ More often than not, the psychic traveler will scribble down some words
(‘I am one! It is one!’) that appear nonsensical in the light of day – even though
the insight they mean to communicate is quite penetrating.

So, assuming that we can even do it, what is it we want to embed in the civiliza-
tion of the future? What would we want to remind ourselves of, once this little
window has closed? I think, more than any ideology or narrative, the most impor-
tant idea to associate with our renaissance is the notion that we are, as individuals
and a collective, the writers of our own stories. And who or what might best
accomplish this grand, trans-dimensional communication of autonomous, com-
munitarian values?

I would place my renaissance bet on the gamers’ perspective: the very notion
that our world is open source, and that reality itself is up for grabs. For, more
than anyone else, a real gamer knows that we are the ones creating the rules.
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This chapter was first published in Handbook of computer game studies, eds. Joost Raessens
and Jeffrey Goldstein, 415-421. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Notes

1. For a critical discussion of the ideal of participatory culture, see the chapter by Mirko
Tobias Schäfer in this book.

2. For a discussion of the importance of framing and reframing, see the chapter of Joost
Raessens in this book.

3. For an in-depth discussion of the use of cartography in games, see the chapter by Sy-
bille Lammes in this book.

4. For a discussion of how games like World of Warcraft are anchored in daily life, see the
chapter of Marinka Copier in this book.

184 digital material



Screen





What you get is what you see

Digital images and the claim on the real

Frank Kessler

In 1898 Boleslas Matuszewski, a photographer and former court cinematographer
of Tsar Nikolas II, published a booklet in France entitled Une nouvelle source de
l’histoire in which he pleads for the creation of a repository for actuality films so
that they can serve as historical documents for future generations. Animated
photography, he argues, is unrivalled in its capacity to faithfully record historical
events and thus should be collected and stored in an official archive. Matuszewski
claims that cinematographic images in particular can resist attempts to manipu-
late them and thus are the most valuable witnesses of the past:

Perhaps the cinematograph does not give history in its entirety, but at least
what it does deliver is incontestable and of an absolute truth. Ordinary photo-
graphy admits of retouching, to the point of transformation. But try to retouch,
in an identical way for each figure, these thousand or twelve hundred, almost
microscopic negatives...! One could say that animated photography has a char-
acter of authenticity, accuracy and precision that belongs to it alone. It is the
ocular evidence that is truthful and infallible par excellence (Matuszewski 1995,
323).

Matuszewski thus offers a quite early formulation of a claim on the real, or in fact
even a truth claim, that has haunted documentary film but also, for instance,
news photography throughout the 20th century. Often challenged, time and again
criticized and critiqued by practitioners and scholars alike, it has a tendency of
popping up like a Jack-in-the-box whenever our trust in such images appears to
have been abused. However, about a century after Matuszewski’s optimistic as-
sessment of the cinematograph’s powers, media historian Brian Winston pro-
claimed the definitive end of such naïve hopes:

Digitalization destroys the photographic image as evidence of anything except
the process of digitalization. The physicality of the plastic material represented
in any photographic image can no longer be guaranteed. For documentary to
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survive the widespread diffusion of such technology depends on removing its
claim on the real. There is no alternative (Winston 1995, 259).

According to Winston, the emergence of digital technology opens up almost un-
limited possibilities to manipulate, reshape, fake and forge photographic and ci-
nematic images which puts an end to a long tradition of endowing documentary
photography and film with what has often been seen, in reference to a famous
essay by film critic André Bazin, as an ontological claim on the real.1 This claim,
the privileged relationship of the photographic image to the real, is actually based
upon the fact that photography can be regarded as a result of a trace of light
reflected from an object that has caused a chemical reaction in the photosensitive
emulsion of a filmstrip. Following a remark by Charles Sanders Peirce on the
complex semiotic nature of photographs, being both icon, as they are ‘in certain
aspects exactly like the objects they represent’, and index, as a result of their hav-
ing a ‘physical connection’ to the referent, Peter Wollen (1998, 86) points towards
the similarity between Bazin’s thoughts on the ontology of the photographic im-
age and Peirce’s concept of the indexical sign.2 In this way, indexicality has come
to be considered an essential quality of conventional photo and film, and by the
same token the guarantee of the ‘authenticity, accuracy and precision’, and thus
truthfulness, which Matuszewski celebrated in 1898.3 Interestingly, looking at
that question from the point of view of new media, for Lev Manovich, cinema as
such is ‘an art of the index’ (2001, 293), and he argues that ‘as a media technol-
ogy, its role was to capture and store visible reality’ (307). This, however, is al-
tered radically by the advent of digital media, and so Manovich arrives at a conclu-
sion that is quite similar to Brian Winston’s account quoted above: ‘The
mutability of digital data impairs the value of cinema recordings as documents of
reality’ (307).

Thus, the question arises of whether digital technology indeed weakens, im-
pairs, or maybe even destroys the privileged (ontological, indexical) link between
analogical photographic or cinematic images and the real. This is a vexed ques-
tion, indeed, most of all because several aspects appear to be inextricably inter-
twined here. So in order to assess the scope of the problem, it may be useful to try
and provisionally separate the different issues that are tied together in this argu-
mentative knot, by designating them with a somewhat global character by using
the following three tags: technology, indexicality and practices.

Technology: what you get

Looking at the claims put forward with regard to the specific powers of the new
image technologies concerning their relationship to the real, it is interesting to
note that Matuszewski as well as Winston and Manovich rely on quantitative
rather than qualitative arguments. While Matuszewski emphasises the quasi-im-
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possibility to retouch the sheer number of individual photographs contained on a
filmstrip, Winston and Manovich insist on how extraordinarily easy it is to modify
digital images or, as Philip Rosen phrases it, their ‘practically infinite manipul-
ability’ (2001, 319). However, inverting these characterisations of the new tech-
nologies, one could riposte to Matuszewski that this relative difficulty of retouch-
ing a view taken by a cinematograph by no means guarantees truthfulness. With
historical hindsight, it becomes clear such manipulations are not even that excep-
tional (tricks, special effects, but also the sometimes rather blunt attempts in So-
viet films to conceal certain individuals who had fallen into disgrace). One could
counter Winston and Manovich with the argument that manipulability is nothing
new in this domain, and that the traditional claim on the real, in that respect,
could only be accepted by wilfully disregarding such potentials for manipulation.
The change brought about by the new image technologies, in other words, could
be seen as rather less radical than the above-quoted statements suggest.

On the other hand, the possibilities to digitally manipulate images have, some-
what paradoxically, caused news photographers to scrutinize the various techni-
ques they habitually used, in order to find out to what extent these are prone to
objectionable alterations. As Dona Schwartz (2003) shows, interventions of one
kind or the other are unavoidable: the photographer does have to make choices
with regard to lenses, filters, the position from which the photo is to be taken, the
film stock, the shutter speed, etc. Furthermore, also in the darkroom, even the
most standard methods are in fact acts of interference (see also Gunning 2004,
40).

So what are the limits? What can a photographer justifiably eliminate from a
picture? A reflection from a flash? The red-eye effect? Reducing a colour photo to
black and white? Is a motion blur inappropriate? From the discussions repro-
duced by Schwartz (2003, 40-45), it is obvious that professional photojournalists
are afraid of getting on a ‘slippery slope’ here and thus tend to ban even minor
manipulations. On the other hand, however, there is no way to fix a standard that
could guarantee the absolute objectivity that functions here tacitly as an ideal.

Schwartz distinguishes three strategies to establish such a norm: depicting the
subject ‘as the camera sees it’, depicting it ‘as someone present at the scene
would have seen it’, or to ‘authorize the photographers to make decisions regard-
ing image production consistent with the prevailing norms governing journalistic
representations across communicative modes’ (2003, 45-46). The first two strate-
gies seem to be oriented towards a conception of objectivity in accordance with
the scientific criterion of repeatability, namely that, given identical circumstances,
a certain procedure will always have the same result, when a normative frame-
work exists that photographers can refer back to in case of doubt. However, as
Schwartz rightly states, taking ‘camera vision’ as a rationale would presuppose
the use of standardised equipment, whereas the alignment with a human obser-
ver’s visual experience raises numerous questions, in particular regarding the en-
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ormous differences between human perception and ‘camera vision’. According to
which parameters can a photograph be said to correspond to the way an onlooker
would have perceived a situation? In a way, the third strategy admits the impossi-
bility of unambiguous guidelines, relying instead on a set of more or less unwrit-
ten rules that can at any moment be modified or revised.

Nevertheless, these discussions show that the problem of manipulability did
not arise with the advent of digital technologies, but has been an issue in photo-
graphy all along. Rather, the debates generated by new media about the possibi-
lities of intervention have led to a self-critical questioning of traditional media
practices. In this respect, one may conclude that photography’s claim on the real
has always been rather fragile. Digitalization, in other words, not so much caused
an obliteration of the privileged link between the photographic image and the
real, but rather provoked a return of the repressed, namely a renewed awareness
of the numerous forms of manipulation and intervention that constitute the very
activity of producing and presenting (moving) pictures. This, I would argue, is
actually the point Winston is trying to make as well. Given his detailed critique of
documentary’s claim on the real, preceding the remark quoted above, digitaliza-
tion may in fact be nothing but the straw that breaks the camel’s back.4

Indexicality: what you see

But even if, with regard to both traditional and digital photo and film, there are
numerous factors that influence the way a picture is taken and how it appears on
screen or as print, the question remains of whether the indexicality of the photo-
graphic image is somehow reduced or even abolished through the advent of digi-
tal technologies. In an article in which he interrogates the status of the concept of
the index in recent debates on the subject, Tom Gunning (2004, 40) states that
the difference, again, is certainly not absolute:

Clearly a digital camera records through its numerical data the same intensi-
ties of light that a non-digital camera records: hence the similarity of their
images. The difference between the digital and the film based camera has to
do with the way information is captured – which does have strong implications
for the way the images can be stored, transferred and indeed manipulated. But
storage in terms of numerical data does not eliminate indexicality (which is
why digital images can serve as passport photographs and the other sorts of
legal evidence or documents which ordinary photographs supply).

Engaging in a discussion with Tom Gunning, David Rodowick insists on what he
describes as an ‘ontological distinctiveness of analogical and digital processes’
(2007, 113). Rodowick refers here to the two fundamentally different ways in
which they relate to the object that is represented:
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If analog media record traces of events and digital media produce tokens of
numbers, the following may also be asserted: digital acquisition quantifies the
world as manipulable series of numbers. This is the primary automatism and the
source of the creative powers of digital computing. Alternatively, photographic
automatisms yield spatial segments of duration in a uniform substance. Both
kinds of photography produce convincing representations as a result of their
quality of counterfactual dependence, wherein any change in the referent is
reflected as a corresponding change in the image, and in both cases this qual-
ity relies on the logic of indexicality. But they may also be qualitatively distin-
guished according to the types of causation involved in the acquisition of
images and by ascertaining whether the causal relations between inputs and
outputs are continuous or discontinuous. Here (analogical) transcription should
be distinguished from (digital) conversion or calculation (Rodowick 2007, 116;
author’s emphasis).

So on the one hand, both Gunning and Rodowick agree that the ‘logic of indexi-
cality’ is at work in both digital and analogue photography and film. They differ,
however, in their assessment of the impact that results from the qualitative differ-
ence between the two processes. Here, for Rodowick, the ontological distinctive-
ness of the digital ultimately leads to an ‘unbecoming of photography’ (2007,
124). Using the terminology coined by Sol Worth (1981, 52-53) in the 1960s, one
could say that both Gunning and Rodowick conceive the videme, the image-event,
in similar terms, while they differ in their views on the status of the specificity that
distinguishes the digital cademe (that which is recorded during one uninterrupted
take) from its analogue counterpart.

As my concern is rather with the ‘claim on the real’ that is habitually based on
the indexical quality of photography and film, I shall not discuss the issue of the
ontological difference postulated by Rodowick further, even though I am sceptical
about some of the conclusions he draws from this premise (more on this below).
What needs further interrogation here is the scope of the ‘claim on the real’ that
indexicality can actually support. What exactly is it that is truthfully rendered by a
photograph or a cinematic take? Strictly speaking, of course, the indexical link
between a filmic take or a photo and the real cannot go beyond the spatio-tem-
poral segment that was recorded. And this in fact only concerns what Worth calls
the cademe, as what is to be seen is in fact already the result of various forms of
intervention. Yet, as Roland Barthes (1964, 47; 1980, 120) puts it, a photo is al-
ways the trace of something that has been in front of the camera. While this
corresponds exactly to the idea of photographic and cinematic indexicality, one
should be careful not to glide from stating the object’s ‘having been there’ to the
more global assertion that the image depicts ‘how it was’. This in fact is what
Barthes himself does in the earlier text, when he declares that a photograph ap-
pears as the evidence of how things happened (‘cela c’est passé ainsi’, 1964, 47).
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Such a view indeed overstates the case that an indexical image can reasonably
make5, and, as a matter of fact, in his 1980 book La chambre claire Barthes limits
photography’s evidential power once more to its confirming of the object’s ‘hav-
ing been’: ‘ça a été’ or, in Latin: interfuit (1980, 120-121).

As I have argued elsewhere (Kessler 1998), the concepts of the profilmic and of the
afilmic that were coined by the French École de filmologie in the early 1950s can help
to clarify the complex relationship between indexical images and ‘the real’. Eti-
enne Souriau (1953, 8) defines the profilmic as everything that has been in front
of the camera and was recorded by it, whereas the afilmic refers to what exists in
our world ‘independent of the art of film or without any specific and original
destiny in relation with this art’ (1953, 7; author’s translation). This distinction
can be read as follows: while the profilmic is either photochemically transcribed
or digitally coded, the afilmic remains irreducible to such a recording.6 The in-
dexical ‘claim on the real’, in other words, can never go beyond the profilmic. The
afilmic, on the other hand, should not be seen as simply the spatial and temporal
continuation of the profilmic but rather as a construction against, and in refer-
ence to, how the represented is understood, evaluated, judged, accepted or re-
jected, etc. by the viewer. The indexical image can hardly state anything else than
that the profilmic ‘has been’; even for it to say ‘it has been there and then’ re-
quires, in most cases, additional information of some kind (think of the many
infamous examples of abducted persons holding a newspaper in their hands in
order to identify the date the picture was taken). Thus, I would argue that the
problem in most of the debates about non-fictional photography or film lies in
their conceiving them as documentations of the afilmic real rather than approaching
them as discourses on it.

Through such a shift in perspective, the ‘claim on the real’ no longer depends
on the indexical image but on the status a viewer ascribes to that discourse. Tak-
ing up John Searle’s reflections on the logical status of fictional discourse (Searle
1979, 58-75) and using them in a pragmatic perspective, one can say that, in the
first instance, what makes a photo or a film function as a non-fictional or ‘se-
rious’ utterance is the fact that the viewer can interrogate it in terms of trueness.
This makes it possible to deflate the idea of documentary’s ‘truth claim’, as this
does not mean that the utterance has to be true – it just is possible to ask the
question of whether it is, or whether it could be a lie (whereas such questions
would not make any sense with regard to a fictional utterance). The viewer, in
other words, constructs an ‘enunciator supposed to be real’ (Odin 1984), an in-
stance, thus, that is committed to the truth of the expressed proposition accord-
ing to the rules underlying such a speech act (Searle 1979, 62). As this commit-
ment concerns the discourse as a whole and not necessarily all of its elements,
the indexical image need not carry the claim on the real all by itself. Quite to the
contrary, as Roger Odin (2000, 127-150) shows, the functioning of a ‘documen-
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tarisational’ mode (mode documentarisant) will be upheld in spite of a vast hetero-
geneity of image material (animation, simulation, CGI, staged scenes, poetic
images, etc.), as long as the spectator does construct an enunciator that is sup-
posed to be real. And indeed, there are countless examples of documentaries as
well as educational, scientific, or even news films that incorporate diverse forms
of non-photographic imagery without their ‘claim on the real’ being impaired in
any way.7 Even recreations such as the actualités reconstituées in early cinema, but
also more recent examples such as United 93 (Paul Greengrass, USA 2006) can be
read as serious utterances that do not present indexical recordings of the ‘there
and then’ that their discourse refers to.

In the context of such a discourse on the afilmic real, indexical and other types
of images can be used in many different ways. Being contextualised, arranged,
oriented, discursively framed, no picture ‘speaks for itself’. Viewers have to judge
for themselves whether to go along with the discourse proposed by the images or
read it differently: they can either trust or reject it, and the meanings that are
explicitly or implicitly presented can be assessed, negotiated, evaluated and inter-
preted. The indexical has to be taken into account here, certainly, but it does not
guarantee anything. Or, as a text title in Jean-Luc Godard’s Vent d’Est (1969) pro-
claims: ‘Ce n’est pas une image juste, mais juste une image.’

Practices: what you get to see

Paradoxically, one might assert that new media have brought forth a proliferation
of practices that foreground the indexical properties of digitally recorded images.
From JenniCam to pet portraits on personal websites, from image-sharing sites
such as Flickr or YouTube (not to mention their pornographic versions), from celeb-
rity pictures to rather infamous examples like the execution of Saddam Hussein or
the Abu Ghraib photos, from the most scandalous revelations to the most mun-
dane documents of people’s everyday lives, the uses of digital photography and
video in innumerable cases rely on the indexical qualities they undoubtedly have.8

And indeed, one would rather hope that the x-ray photos taken by one’s dentist,
even though they are produced and viewed as digital images, do have a justified
‘claim on the real’ – even though, as many may have found out in a painful way,
there is no guarantee that the dentist reads them properly.

Furthermore, digital media – CD-ROM, DVD, the Internet – provide new chan-
nels of distribution, either for historical non-fiction films or for new productions,
but also enable filmmakers (the term seems a bit out of place here) to experiment
with new documentary forms, making use of hypertext structures, non-linear pre-
sentation, interactive elements, etc. Online archives and platforms make a large
amount of documentary images accessible, and nothing indicates that people
treat them any differently than conventional photochemical images.
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For David Rodowick, however, these new forms of distribution and circulation
are not so much a continuation of earlier practices but rather part of the ‘ontolo-
gical distinctiveness’ of the digital image:

In worrying about the capacity of computers to transform images, we nearly
forget their more powerful and prosaic will to copy and transmit. Digital-cap-
ture documents and digital documentation express new powers – not only
deep and superior copies, but also an increasing ease and velocity of dissemi-
nation. (…) One key difference, though, is that digital images may no longer
be capable of producing the existential or ontological perplexity of which both
Barthes and Cavell were so keenly and philosophically aware. Digital photo-
graphs have become more social than personal, and more attuned to the pre-
sent itself than to the present’s relation to the past and future. Symbolic and
notational at their core, they provoke discussion of images as information. In
this they solicit often-healthy debates (would that all images did) about prove-
nance, reliability, accuracy, and context (Rodowick 2007, 148-149; author’s
emphasis).

But here, I would argue, Rodowick’s focus actually shifts from the ontology of
photographic images to the level of uses and practices. Observing a move from
the personal to the social, from the photograph as ‘remembrance of things past’
celebrated by Barthes and Cavell (1979) to their informational function, Rodowick
takes this as a consequence of the ‘ontological distinctiveness’ of digital photo-
graphy. But then again, there always have been an enormous variety of ways in
which the photographic image has been used, and not for all of them a phenom-
enological functioning as a trace of the past saying that ça a été is equally relevant.9

Here Rodowick does not quite escape the problem of identifying a medium with
but one specific type of practice.

This does not mean, however, that the emergence of digital technology has
hardly affected photography as a medium. The argument I am making here is a
different one: by looking first and foremost at technological change alone, dis-
cussions tend to either overrate or underrate its impact. Similarities and continu-
ities are overlooked or, conversely, overemphasised. The new is seen as either
radically disruptive or as just a variant of what exists. Media change, I would
argue, manifests itself rather in the way new media dispositifs emerge. Considering
media as the interrelation between the different affordances of a material technol-
ogy, the positions it provides for the viewer or the user, and the textual forms it
produces may help to understand media change differently, to be precise as re-
configurations of such dispositifs, keeping intact some of its aspects and modify-
ing or even completely reshaping others (Kessler 2002, 2006). It is quite evident
that an initially photochemical image that is remediated in a digital medium func-
tions within a dispositif that is different from its traditional manifestation as a
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printed picture. So we need to analyse the dispositif in order to understand the
functioning of the image.

As for the potential threat that digital manipulability poses to the documentary
value of photography and film, the problem is addressed in a too one-sided way
by just looking at the technology instead of taking into account the practices it is
embedded in. As Dai Vaughan so convincingly put it, there is indeed a chance that
digitally manipulated imagery will eventually have become so omnipresent that
our trust in the photographic image gets lost in something like a ‘catastrophe
model, where a seemingly innocuous curve takes a sudden nosedive, an irreversi-
ble switch into another state’ (1999, 189). But this would then be the result of the
discursive practices in which these images are used, not of the technology as
such. In the end, what is needed, and will become increasingly important, is a
general level of media literacy that enables viewers and users to interrogate and
critically assess in what way a digital image may have a claim on the real.

Notes

1. The reference here is of course to André Bazin’s ‘Ontologie de l’image photographique’
(Bazin 1958, 11-19).

2. For a discussion about the relation between Peirce’s and Bazin’s ideas, see Rosen (2001,
18-23 et passim) and Gunning (2007, 29-33).

3. Furthermore, from very early on photography has been considered a potential scientific
instrument as well. Already in his 1839 report on the daguerreotype the French scientist
Dominique-François Arago (1995) stresses its usefulness for that domain. See also Win-
ston (1993).

4. Elsewhere Winston’s critique concerns in particular observational documentary films
and their ‘inflated claim on the real’, and he quite favourably discusses classic docu-
mentaries and their strategy of ‘honest, straightforward re-enactment’, as Joris Ivens
called it (Winston 1999).

5. This became painfully clear when the Rodney King videotape was presented as evidence
in court. Bill Nichols (1994, 17-42) gives a brilliant analysis of this event.

6. Souriau’s definitions are not without ambiguities. They also allow a different reading
according to which everything that is destined to be filmed belongs to the realm of the
profilmic, in particular studio sets, costumes, etc., while everything that has an exis-
tence outside the institution of cinema is considered afilmic. In this perspective the
profilmic is sometimes even exclusively linked to fiction film, whereas documentary is
associated with the afilmic. Jean-Luc Liout (2004, 41-51) calls everything in its actual
existence afilmic, regardless of whether it is being filmed (such as the silhouette of a
mountain, for instance), and everything profilmic that is intentionally linked to the act
of filming (not only the abovementioned studio elements such as sets and costumes,
but also, for example, the staging of an interview for a non-fiction film). While Sour-
iau’s formulations do authorise such readings, I would argue that on the basis of what
one sees in the image, it is not always possible to determine whether or not it has been
arranged intentionally to be filmed, and thus the difference between both concepts
becomes relative and also artificial, as all the aspects of the profilmic that Liout lists do
obviously exist in the afilmic world as well.
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7. A case in point might be the documentary mode that Bill Nichols (1994, 92-106) de-
scribes as ‘performative’. See also Plantinga (2005) who defines documentary as ‘as-
serted veridical representation’, referring also to its overall discursive status in an at-
tempt to account for the complex interaction of different types of representational
strategies, imagery, sound, and speech.

8. Rubinstein and Sluis (2008) describe the current developments in what they call ‘the
networked image’ even in terms of ‘a life more photographic’.

9. Including some in which the indexical quality is of lesser importance, such as in certain
artistic practices, but also, at the other end of the spectrum, in stock photography used
for illustration and advertisement. For the latter, see Frosh (2003).
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The pervasive interface

Tracing the magic circle

Eva Nieuwdorp

Imagine you and your colleagues are invited to participate in a game to enhance
team-building. You are divided into teams, each of which receives a lunchbox
containing a city map, a digital camera and a web-enabled mobile phone. You are
then sent out into the street, to wait for instructions. The mobile phone signals
that you have received a message. On the screen it reads: ‘Sometime today you
will be approached by the Speaker. The Speaker could be anyone, anywhere… all
we know is that the Speaker will say something to you. It could be anything, and
you’ll only know it’s the Speaker if you form a circle around him or her and dance
wildly...’ (McGonigal 2003). Following this ambiguous clue, you have to complete
a mission that consists of locating an unspecified person. He or she could be
anywhere and anyone around you. It is your task to look for hints, forcing you to
shift your perception of the surrounding environment. You are now playing The Go
Game (www.thegogame.com), a pervasive game.

Pervasive games are steadily emerging as a new genre of digital games. Exam-
ples such as I Love Bees (2004, www.ilovebees.com) and Botfighters (2001, www.
botfighters.com) broaden the game world to include elements of everyday life,
subsequently also bringing rules of play into the public sphere of, for example,
the street and the workplace. Unlike other games, the mobile nature of pervasive
games is unique by allowing an ambiguous wavering between fantasy and reality
when played. In this chapter, I will argue that it is exactly this ambiguity that is at
the core of the player’s experience and indeed at the construction of the game
world itself. Set against the backdrop of the physical reality of everyday life, the
thin line between the evident ‘real’ world and the institutionalised fantasy of the
game becomes the crux to which the pervasive game owes its existence. The per-
vasive game interweaves the concept of reality and fantasy, thus transforming our
everyday environment into a world in play. This complicates the notions of reality
and fantasy (fantasy referring to the game). Furthermore, within the game world,
Roger Caillois’s terms ludus and paidia (2001) are set off against one another. As
will be discussed later on, the concept of childlike ‘play’ or paidia positions itself
in a similar way in relation to its more formal counterpart, ludus or ‘game’.
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Hence, not only does the world of the game reiterate its own status as a fantasti-
cal artefact through the continuing juxtaposition with the ‘real’ physical world of
everyday life, the nature of play is also of a freer and more open character that
resembles child’s play.

But what happens at the crossroads of these intermingling phenomena? What
are the instances that incite the merging of fantasy and reality, and how can we
best define this fusion? In this chapter, I will investigate these questions by look-
ing at the applicability of the term ‘interface’ to the co-existence of supposed
antagonistic forces in pervasive games. I argue that the status of the interface as
an intermediary between the user and the (technological) system makes it the
most important focus to determine which border is being crossed from reality to
game. By asking the questions of where and how the interface comes into being
in pervasive games, I offer a first insight into what the limbo between reality and
the game is, as well as specifying the relationship between ludus and paidia that
is so characteristic of pervasive games.

The role of the player forms an important part of this chapter, as I state that
players form the most crucial kind of interface in this type of play. Pervasive
games exist by the mercy of players, and without them the streets will inevitably
return to their everyday status. I will therefore argue that the interface I am trying
to define can be partly located in the thoughts and imagination of the player, thus
acquiring a more cultural and symbolic meaning. Two important notions in this
equation are the ‘real’ and the ‘virtual’. They should be conceived as the opposi-
tion between cultural conventions that are normally present in everyday life (such
as going to work or walking on the street) and the fictional game world that is
generated by means of computer technology. Further on in this chapter, this dis-
tinction between ‘real’ everyday life and the game world will be addressed in more
detail, and will be respectively denoted by the terms ‘telic’ and ‘paratelic’ (Apter
and Kerr 1999).

Pervasive gaming

For a term as up-and-coming as pervasive gaming, it may seem surprising that
the definitions remain vague. A common approach is lacking, and it remains un-
clear how pervasive gaming differs from neighbouring phenomena such as ubi-
quitous gaming, augmented reality gaming and mobile gaming (Nieuwdorp
2007). Pervasive games are in general described as inducing a mixture of the real
and the virtual, in particular creating virtual worlds of play in everyday environ-
ments through the use of different ubiquitous applications of technologies (me-
dia) (Davidsson, Peitz and Bjork 2004; McGonigal 2003). In a temporal, spatial
and social sense, the game world encompasses everyday physical environments,
which the player can interact with in real time through multiple media platforms
(Sotamaa 2002).
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When investigating the nature of pervasive play, the borders between the differ-
ent elements of fantasy and reality must irrevocably be sought out, which leads us
to the interface. Applied to digital games, the interface is invariably made equiva-
lent to either the hardware (controllers and the like) or the software (visual ele-
ments of the game world) that generate human-computer interaction (HCI). The
screen captures both aspects, as it is both part of the hardware while at the same
time visually representing the 3D game world through software. It functions as a
veritable Alberti’s window through which the user can step from physical reality
into the virtual universe of the game. The screen can be viewed as a translucent
membrane, an intermediary, which translates digital signs into actual player ex-
perience and parallels the player’s physical actions to manipulation in the digital
realm. In the field of HCI, the concept is taken to mean the human-computer
interface with its desktop metaphor or hardware connotations. When applied to
digital games, the interface is determined as a fixed screen and gaming device
(Manovich 2001) and is increasingly seen as a potential obstacle to immersive
qualities of the gaming experience (Cheok et al. 2002). But is this notion of the
interface in digital games satisfactory for understanding pervasive games? In per-
vasive games, visual representations are no longer dominated by the screen. This
challenges current concepts of the interface. Both from the perspective of the
game, which is ambivalent in its player-game interaction and reality/game status,
and from the perspective of the interface, which is no longer limited to the hard-
ware and software, it is interesting to see how these two terms can be defined in
relation to one another. In the area of HCI as well as in digital games theory, the
screen is conceived of as the ultimate interface (Johnson 1997; Laurel 1991; Man-
ovich 2001). Especially in HCI, the interface is seen as the tip of the iceberg of the
programming language that is needed to make an application work (Meyer 1988).
This makes the interface primarily a graphical and tangible concept. Both hard-
ware and software interfaces are tailored to make the interaction as easy as possi-
ble. The focus is thus put on designing and testing, and keeping the concept
consistent.

Yet when we hark back to our definition of pervasive games as stated above, we
see that the virtual (the synthetic artefact as generated by a computer) also inter-
twines on a social and cultural level with everyday life. This necessitates a differ-
ent approach to the concept of the interface, as the social and geographical sur-
roundings of the technology used are now open to change due to the mobility of
the player, who interacts with more than just a PDA or mobile phone.

Although in interface theory the emphasis has been primarily placed on the
graphical and the tangible, several attempts have been made to extend the con-
cept to social and cultural realms. As computer scientist Grudin already foresaw
(1989; 1990; 1993), we need to customize the concept of the interface to apply the
social and spatial environments of interaction. Recently, the interest in defining
the practice of computing in relation to users and their environment has in-
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creased. Users bring a personal history and setting along, which is comprised of
prior knowledge and experience. This is what Paul Dourish (2001) calls ‘embod-
ied interaction’. When players participate in a pervasive game, they are actively
creating meaning, and as we will see later on, they often need to reinterpret com-
mon conventions about meaning. After all, as the spatial qualities of the environ-
ment are shared with the existing setting of an already familiar environment (such
as the streets), the player must bring along a concept not unlike the willing sus-
pension of disbelief in film to engage meaningfully in the game. The game world
must be accepted as somehow different from everyday life, and thus conventions
in everyday life are challenged. Therefore, the facilitating factors for playing a
pervasive game lie not solely within hardware and software, but also in the player.

Semiotic domains

Before examining the membrane that separates the game world from everyday
life, the specifics of both terms need to be ascertained. Only after the two differ-
ent domains are fenced off can we see what the fence is made of. What makes a
pervasive game? What makes it come into being? To answer these questions, a
closer look at the practice of signs and semiotics is needed.

As a pervasive game takes place partly in an already existing environment with
its own laws and conventions, it is important to look at the elements that actually
change when the game world comes into being. Knowing the conventions of the
real world makes it easier to observe what changes in the arena of play. These
cultural conventions, which are agreed upon socially but are implemented on a
personal scale, are the focus of the interface in pervasive game-play.

I would like to illustrate this with an example. Imagine you are a participant in
The Go Game, a pervasive game that is played with a mobile phone in an urban
environment. You are walking on the street when you receive a text message:
‘Sometime today you will find the Mystery Key. It won’t look like a key, but it will
work some kind of magic when you encounter a locked door later in the game. So
make sure you take with you any unusual objects you find along the way…’

(McGonigal 2003).
In a ‘normal’ situation, one would know a key when seeing one, whilst now the

only thing you do know is that the key in question could be anything but a conven-
tional key. Instead of going to a locksmith, you will need to consider all objects
that do not fit the conventional context of everyday surroundings as potential
keys. In other words, you need to view familiar environments with different eyes.
This is only one example, and perhaps an exaggerated one, but it does point to a
characteristic of all pervasive games. Whether brought about by vague missions
or the situation that the street has changed into a battlefield, the fact remains
that, no matter the degree of intensity, the player always needs to shift focus
from the everyday world to the conventions and rules of the entered game. The
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example above demonstrates how different the approach to environments then
needs to be.

What changes is the correlation between an entity and its meaning. This is very
apparent in the form that the key takes in the example: instead of the word ‘key’
pertaining to a specific object, it now relates to anything but that object. What is
put under strain is the semiotic relationship between the Saussurian ‘signifier’
and ‘signified’, where the former refers to the linguistic sound image of a thing,
and the latter to the mental concept of a thing (Hawkes 2003). The relationship
between an object and its accepted conventional meaning alters in pervasive
games. Surely, in everyday life it is always possible to approach an object or situa-
tion in different ways according to context and personal goals, but in pervasive
games this relationship is more purposefully challenged.

One could argue that we transgress into another mental state that makes us
accept new rules and conventions when shifting from practices of everyday life to
the ludic space of the pervasive game world. But how does this happen? Semiotics
can help us to answer this question. According to James Paul Gee (2003) video-
games can be perceived as distinct semiotic domains. In pervasive games, we can
then approach the game world as a semiotic domain with its own constructed
meanings. This world can be seen as separate from the semiotic domain of every-
day life, which Gee calls the ‘lifeworld’ domain. When deciding to play a perva-
sive game, one crosses from one semiotic (‘lifeworld’) domain into another do-
main, thus adopting and adapting to a distinctive set of conventions and
meanings. But where does this border reside? To answer this question I will take
a closer look at the concept of the magic circle and the metaphor of the cell mem-
brane.

The magic circle and the metaphorical membrane

A concept that is often employed to describe the soap bubble of the game world is
that of the magical circle, as introduced by Dutch historian Johan Huizinga
(1955).1 Relating this term to the interface in pervasive gaming, the thin line be-
tween this ludic circle and the practice of everyday life becomes the main focus. It
is this border, this threshold, which needs to be crossed in order to enter the
game world. And thus, tracing the contours of the magic circle is indeed closely
related to tracking down the several levels of the pervasive interface. As pervasive
games force us to reinterpret meanings ascribed to everyday settings and objects,
this border becomes more apparent than in any other type of game.

The magic circle must not be viewed as a rigid sphere that can be superim-
posed on everyday reality. Instead, it should be seen as a nearly organic entity
that changes, develops and interacts with its surroundings as the pervasive game
comes into being through play. In this sense the magic circle becomes a perme-
able membrane where conventional meanings, psychological artefacts and envir-
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onments, and players alike can slip through. This reasoning is supported by Er-
ving Goffman (1961), who argues that a permeable screen-like boundary demar-
cates games from the world at large. Yet the relationship between reality and
game is more intricate than a crude juxtaposition of terms. The very notion of a
cell membrane points to the two-way direction of exchange between the game
world and everyday life.

But how can we delineate the border between everyday life and the domain of
the pervasive game? According to Goffman specific boundary-maintaining me-
chanisms can be distinguished that govern the shape of the magic circle or ludic
cell membrane of a game. Goffman asserts that these mechanisms can be cate-
gorised as follows:
1. rules of irrelevance: players renounce material, emotional or aesthetic values

when playing a game;
2. transformation rules: these rules denote the amount of influence on the sta-

tus of the game a non-game element has that for some reason enters the
magic circle;

3. realised resources: all possible moves that can be made in the game that are
open to all players.

All of these factors play an important role in pervasive games. Transformation
rules tell us what effect external aspects can have in the game world. Thinking
back to the example of The Go Game, it is clear that the transformation rules are
very loosely defined in that game, making it difficult for the player to discern what
is part of the game world and what is not. This means that the realised resources
in the game world seem almost infinite to players, since they cannot be sure what
objects are intended for the game world. Both the transformation rules and the
realised resources can then be seen to depend on the acceptance of the game
world as an omnipresent and persistent realm of which everything could possibly
be part. This is what Goffman calls rules of irrelevance: a selective disregard of
certain values that have a meaningful place in the life world domain, but which do
not agree with the cultural conventions of the game world. These rules facilitate
the state of mind that is needed to accept the game world as an arena of play.
How this state can be described and takes shape will be discussed in the next
section of this chapter.

Now it has become clear that the pervasive game world is in fact a semiotic do-
main with its own rules and conventions and that the coming-into-being of this
game world requires an active mental shift from players in relation to their envir-
onment, we can direct our attention to a description of the shift that the player
has to make to acquire a state of playing.

So far, little research has been conducted in the field of players’ attitudes from
a formal perspective. Some attempts have been made, notably by Bernard Suits
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(1990) and Satu Heliö (2004) who speak of ‘lusory attitude’ and the ‘gaming
mindset’, respectively, but both of these terms are related to the way a player
views the game world ‘in play’. They do not refer to the instance when this
change in mental state actually occurs, which, so to speak, ‘announces’ the com-
ing-into-being of the game world. This is where the notion of the interface comes
in.

The liminal interface: paratelic and paraludic

I have already shown that interfaces, which facilitate the game world to take form,
are not merely located in hardware and software, but also in the mind of the
player. I have called this the liminal interface, liminal referring to the status of the
interface as threshold or transitional stage. As a term coined by anthropologist
Victor Turner, the liminal has been used to describe the phase of transition to
play (Ericsson 2004; Brian Sutton-Smith 1997). The liminal interface, then, is the
aforementioned interface that is located in the mind of the player and refers to the
semiotic switch that has to be made between the sphere of everyday life and the
semiotic domain of the pervasive game. This interface consists of two sub-cate-
gories: the paratelic and the paraludic interface.

The following theory is based on a combination of views in psychology about
adult play (Apter et al, 1991), and classifications of playing and gaming as devised
by Bo Kampmann Walther (2003). Walther discerns two different transitions:
first between the initially serious state of mind (non-play) into play, and secondly
the subsequent transition to accepting the rigid rules of a game (from play to
game). The terms ‘play’ and ‘game’ correspond to Caillois’s (2001, 13) terms pai-
dia and ludus, respectively. He described paidia as ‘an almost indivisible princi-
ple, common to diversion, turbulence, free improvisation, and carefree gaiety’
and ludus as ‘a tendency to bind [paidia] with arbitrary, imperative, and purposely
tedious conventions.’ Paidia then refers to free play such as that of children, while
ludus indicates the institutionalized game with its rules and regulations.

Let’s first focus on the transgression from non-play into play. This first initiation
into the pervasive game, and indeed into all games, can be called the paratelic
state. Coined by psychologists Apter and Kerr (1991), it refers to a playful state of
mind as opposed to one in which the ‘seriousness’ of everyday life takes pride of
place. In the paratelic state, a person becomes playful and lets go of the restraints
and cultural conventions that apply to work and other activities in which the end
justifies the means. The paratelic state of ‘play’ must be conceived in Caillois’s
sense of the word, and corresponds to paidia. The decision to play, and thus
entering a game world, implies the necessary rejection of particular conventions
and practices that are prevalent in the domain of everyday life (Apter and Kerr
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1991). This is what Goffman referred to as rules of irrelevance: letting go of the
practices of everyday life to prepare one’s mind for play.

When we look at pervasive gaming, the paratelic interface becomes relevant at
the moment that a person rejects the practices and conventions within the semio-
tic domain of everyday life in order to enter a more playful realm. In my view this
has everything to do with a temporary and reversible attention shift, in which the
conventions of the semiotic domain of play prevail over those in daily life. It is
important to keep in mind here that the term ‘para’ refers to the two-way direc-
tion between reality and play and that the player can oscillate between these posi-
tions. The fact that the conventions of the ‘lifeworld’ domain are left behind
through rules of irrelevance does not mean that reality is pushed out of the pic-
ture. In fact, quite the contrary is happening, as play actively needs reality to re-
iterate its own status (Walther 2003).

However, to complete the transition of moving into a game world with its own
set of rules, more is needed than the rejection of conventions that are predomi-
nant in everyday life. Additionally, game rules need to be accepted as the laws of
the new semiotic domain that is entered. Put in Gee’s vocabulary, the player
would otherwise not be able to understand the signs that govern the realm that is
entered (Gee 2003). This is why a second transition is needed (the paraludic inter-
face).

Once players have crossed the threshold to enter the paraludic state, the rules
of the game need to be learned. Gaining knowledge of its semiotic conventions
enables players to develop a literacy that is needed to become part of the game
world. Again, however, we must take into account the two-directional relation of
the two states of play and game (Walther 2003). As the player enters the game,
play is never far away. Thinking back to The Go Game, it is clear that a playful
attitude can very much be a part of the game, for example when assignments are
open to interpretation.

These shifts from non-play to play into game require a very active stance of the
player, who needs to realise on a meta-level the qualities of play, game and reality
at once: something is play because it is not reality, something is a game because it
is not play and consequently not reality. This constant threefold reiteration of the
status of a game means that the player of a pervasive game will always in some
form be reminded of the game being a construct. At the same time, accepting the
game world as a separate semiotic domain implies shifting one’s focus and ac-
cepting the conventions within that domain as dominant and thus as ‘real’.

Conclusions

Pervasive games are a special type of game in which the relation between reality
and game is emphasized. Due to the fact that the pervasive game is set both spa-
tially and temporally in the ‘lifeworld’ domain, it is important to scrutinize how
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the game world can be distinguished from daily life. In this chapter I have inves-
tigated this by looking at the status of the interface.

In general, I can conclude that the term interface is mostly exclusively con-
signed to the screen, since it is often apparent in hardware or software applica-
tions. However, I have argued that the pervasive game challenges this notion of
the interface by its ubiquitous and mobile nature. Literally taking the game world
to the streets, it mixes the semiotic conventions that exist in the ‘lifeworld’ do-
main and the pervasive game world. I have introduced the notion of the liminal
interface to account for the fact that through a mental shift the player stays aware
of this mixture and is able to distinguish between these two realms. The liminal
interface can be seen as the edge of the magic circle or the metaphorical mem-
brane that is entered when accepting the rules of irrelevance.

The liminal interface consists of two levels: the paratelic interface, which refers
to the player’s shifting focus when leaving the conventions of the ‘lifeworld’ do-
main behind, and the paraludic interface, which makes the player accept the new
conventions of the game world. In pervasive games these shifts are foregrounded
by the unrelenting presence of the everyday world: the player needs to accept the
game world as an omnipresent, persistent and consistent universe of which every-
thing can be part, otherwise the interface, the edge of the magic circle, will be-
come damaged – obliterating the very existence of the pervasive game.

Note

1. For an in-depth discussion of the term magic circle, see the chapter by Marinka Copier
in this book.
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Grasping the screen

Towards a conceptualization of touch, mobility
and multiplicity

Nanna Verhoeff

In 2004 Nintendo released the DS. With this new handheld console Nintendo
updated and expanded the commercially successful Gameboy (1989) and its suc-
cessors, the Game Boy Color (1998) and the Game Boy Advance (2001). The DS is
marketed as a revolutionary console, because it allegedly offers radically new pos-
sibilities for game play. The new ‘specs’ or technological features of the DS are,
indeed, various: voice-control options, WiFi connectivity, touch-screen technol-
ogy, and last but not least, multiple screens.

Figure 2: The Nintendo DS Lite with screenshots of the game Wario: Master of Disguise.
(Courtesy of Nintendo, Benelux)
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I chose this handheld game console as the object for my inquiry into the status of
the mobile screen to answer historical as well as theoretical questions. In the
midst of a continuous push for innovation and development, accompanied by
ubiquitous marketing, it is the historical status of the gadget that is my first point
of interest. With its specifications the DS console offers a distinctive interface and
enables quite diverse possibilities for engaging and interacting with its screens
and their on-screen content. This makes the DS an appealing case for my pur-
pose: to explore the complex issues that emerge from a ‘theoretical object’ ap-
proach to the Nintendo DS as a time-bound piece of material screen technology.
Specifically, I am interested in the way innovations of technological objects – such
as this gadget – inspire, and make necessary, applications that explore the possi-
bilities and limitations offered by the interface for the use of the object as ‘screen
practice’.

A theoretical reason for my choice of the DS as object is that it is a screen-based
console – a term I consider significant, literally as well as metaphorically. As a con-
sole, the DS is a platform or interface for the games that can be played on it. Like
any screen-based apparatus, its technology and the ensuing possibilities for its
users both prescribe and need content. It requires an on-screen image or applica-
tion, on the one hand, and the actual viewing or handling of the screen on the
other. This dual need makes it necessary to consider the DS as more than an
object; it must be seen as a practice. Screening as practice involves technology,
content or application, and use. When we take the gadget not simply as a material
object but as a time-bound object-in-practice, it becomes productive to consider a
handheld console like the DS a theoretical object – or, as I argue below, a theore-
tical console.1

The DS can be taken as an instance of issues that emerge from the integrated
examination of screen, application, and use. The DS is a mobile dispositif: a
screening arrangement that encompasses both the positioning of the screen’s
user and the physical set-up for interactive interfacing by the screen’s use. Its
mobility is multiple – a mobility of screen, user, and image – and raises questions
about the mobile screen as related to movement, touch, and the process of spatial
transformation.

To demonstrate the usefulness of this take on a somewhat banal object such as
the Nintendo DS, I will zoom in on three of its features that make up its particular
mobility – the mobility of the screen, the touch control of the screen, and the
doubling or multiplicity of the screen – to explore the range of historical and
theoretical questions that emanate from that mobility.

A new gadget

Even though the screen features of the DS (Dual Screens) are central in the con-
sole’s marketing campaign, the use of a multiscreen format is not new for Nin-
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tendo gaming devices. A clamshell case was already used in the Game & Watch
series (1980-1991). There are, however, some important differences between ear-
lier portable games and the DS console. Firstly, the Game & Watch series offered
single games – of which Donkey Kong is perhaps the best known – rather than
operating as a platform for multiple games on interchangeable game cartridges,
as does the DS.

A second difference is that the screens of these older games were partly pre-
printed with both a foreground and background setting. These preprints situated
the versatile on-screen game characters within a fixed spatial environment. More-
over, the double screens offered only one possibility: the player was able to move
the game characters from one screen to the other, creating a linear spatial conti-
nuity between the two screens. On the DS the two screen spaces can be related to
each other in a variety of ways in each game.

Thirdly, the user controls the lower screen by touch. The touch screen is oper-
ated by a fundamentally different kind of ‘handling’ than the traditional button
controls for the upper screen. Rather than a singular object, as a console, the DS
is a platform of a whole array of games that each provides different applications
of the dual screens and the touch screen capabilities.2

This dual-screen element gives the company’s advertisers an argument to en-
hance newness. On the Nintendo DS consumer service website, the producers
stress that the letters DS, in addition to being an abbreviation for Dual Screens,
have another meaning: ‘[t]o our developers, it stands for “Developers” System’,
since we believe it gives game creators brand new tools which will lead to more
innovative games for the world’s players.’3 In spite of the obvious rhetoric of
hyperbole deployed to accentuate innovation and global scale, the producers do
have a point. The two-screen features that distinguish this console from other
portable, hybrid or convergent game systems such as Sony’s PSP (PlayStation Por-
table) or Nokia’s N-Gage invite newly designed games or modifications of older
games. Conversely, these games explore the particular possibilities of the DS
screens.

Moreover, with the double screens, different screen functions converge. Read
the combination of the following statements from the Nintendo website, for ex-
ample:

With Nintendo DS, dual screens and touch-screen technology allow you to
interact with games like never before. Wireless communication allows you to
experience real-time multiplayer game play, while built-in PictoChat software
gives you the power to draw, write and send messages wirelessly.

Two LCD screens offer one of the most groundbreaking gameplay advances
ever developed. (…) In a racing game, you might see your own vehicle’s per-
spective on one screen and an overall track view on the other. Soon, games

grasping the screen 211



could be created allowing you to play games on one screen while sending text
messages on the other.

The lower screen offers something never before provided by any dedicated
game device: touch-screen capabilities. You no longer have to rely on just but-
tons to move your character or shift perspectives. Navigate menus or access
inventory items simply by touching the screen with a stylus or fingertip.4

These statements each foreground precisely the different aspects I intend to focus
on: a vision of what the screen is, what we can do with screens, and what makes a
particular screen-based device stand out as new. They address the temporality, the
real-time aspect of communication through wireless connectivity and touch-
screen interaction; the spatial multiplication when they speak of multiple perspec-
tives enabled and visualized by the double screens; and practice, with the sugges-
tion of more intuitive interaction with the screen by direct touch.

In addition to that analysis of newness, the quoted passages bring us closer to
a triple theoretical point the DS makes concerning the status of the gadget as
object. The gadget as object is material. Moreover, a screen-based gadget is tem-
poral as well as temporary, or ephemeral. Therefore, the status of the gadget in
the history of media is at issue. This status is both comparative and historical,
concerning synchronic differentiations and confluence, as well as transformation
over time. Herein lies its historical status. Lastly, the gadget’s functionality is deter-
mined by the way any screen-based object embodies possibilities of multiple in-
terfaces. This is why such multifaceted objects should be considered theoretical
consoles rather than theoretical objects (singular). The issues the gadget raises offer
a constellation of concepts for use in media history and theory together.

The first issue raised is one of method: how can we study it from a media-
archeological perspective? Within media history, a gadget is a commercial and
vernacular technological object that is designed as an interface and platform for
multimedia applications. Its market value is primarily determined by its innova-
tive character, its newness. Paradoxically, however, its innovation is recognizable
through its similarity to other, previously marketed gadgets. The fact that we
speak of generations of mobile phones, mobile game consoles, or media players
indicates this assumption of a family resemblance and a lineage among gadgets.
More specifically, a gadget is a small, pocket-sized, handheld object designed for
individual, daily use. Its status lies somewhere between practical tool, fun object,
and shiny piece of technology. As Lev Manovich stresses, it is also an aesthetic
object in which such different functions and meanings converge as ‘friendly, play-
ful, pleasurable, aesthetically pleasing, expressive, and fashionable; signifying
cultural identity, and designed for emotional satisfaction’ (2006, 1).

As a technological moment the gadget provides a historical anchoring of tech-
nology. In this in-between-ness of the gadget – between apparatus, device and
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appliance – a convergence becomes visible. Convergence is a useful notion to
account for the other side of history, namely the momentary synthesis of a parti-
cular moment, a synchronic slice of time where different issues, possibilities and
desires come together. Here, the convergence is the synthesis of media technolo-
gies and therefore of media uses. However, in the case at hand the issue is not
that different technologies come together in one appliance, but that a singular
constellation of technologies emerges in one console. This mixture offers a plat-
form – console – for a whole array of possibilities for the gadget’s applications. It
is not a singular medium; it is, rather, a composite, a convergence of screen para-
digms within a single dispositif. Therefore, the features of the screen that both
converge and transform in this apparatus bind synchrony to diachrony and thus em-
body its status as theoretical console. This warrants a closer look at the many-
sided screen of the DS: the touch screen, the mobile screen, and the double
screen.

Touch screen

The first element in this convergence of screen paradigms is touch. The haptic
element of touch screens primarily meant for viewing inflects the notion – and
action – of viewing itself. This haptic form of ‘viewing’ bears consequences for
the way the screen enables the viewer/user to virtually travel through the screen.
This feature is, again, both new and old. This traversing has a long-standing sta-
tus as metaphor for screen-based viewing. The idea, or conceptual metaphor, of
moving through has been dominant in our way of perceiving how visual screen
media work.

Seeing has a longstanding cultural meaning metaphorically expressed in the
window. Not coincidentally, the Nintendo DS promotes itself in the terms of
‘thing theorist’ Bill Brown – as a dirty window:

A boy approaches the dirty rear windows of a van and writes ‘GO’ with his
fingers, upon which the van drives away. This short evocative clip speaks of the
main feature of the touch screen technology: like on a dirty window, on the touch
screen we can write commands. The analogy between a dirty window and touch
screen, here deployed as a visual comparison, suggests two directions in which to
consider the two elements. From window to touch screen, it says both simplicity
and general availability. From touch screen to window, the clip suggests a sense
of magic conferred upon the everyday; things will happen when we touch the
opaque glass shield. Far from being transparent, the screen becomes, emphati-
cally, a thing.

The comparison between the screen and the window, so utterly commonplace,
demonstrates what is at stake here. When a window is dirty, is it the window we
actually see: it is the impossibility of seeing through the window, its opacity, that
marks its presence as a thing. This is how Bill Brown explains what he calls

grasping the screen 213



thingness. He refers to a novel by A.S. Byatt: ‘the interruption of the habit of
looking through windows as transparencies enables [Byatt’s] protagonist to look
at a window in itself in its opacity’ (Brown 2004, 4).

When the screen functions as a transparent window, it is invisible as an object.
When it is opaque, its materiality or thingness, surfaces. This paradox of non-
functionality that correlates to visibility and thingness is particularly intriguing in
the case of the screen. Unlike the window, the operation of this screen necessi-
tates opaqueness for virtual transparency: it needs the surface to reflect the
images on the screen.

Heidi Rae Cooley also invokes the difference between the screen as transparent
window and the screen as opaque surface. Cooley defines what she calls tactile
vision, a vision ‘activated by the hand’ and ‘a material and dynamic seeing involv-
ing eyes as well as hands and a MSD [mobile screenic device]’ (2004, 137). With
this term she does not refer to touch-screen technology in a strict sense, but to
the more general manual ‘handling’ of mobile screens – the ‘touched-screen’ as
we may call this broader category. Tactile vision, according to Cooley, is based on
the principle of the fit: ‘the particular relationship between a hand and a MSD,
which opens onto a relation of interface through which vision becomes and re-
mains tactile’ (ibid., 137).

While Cooley rightly argues for a tactile notion of interfacing, I would derive a
stronger point from this tactility. The haptic nature of the touch screen technol-
ogy transforms the practice of screening; it foregrounds the temporal collapse be-
tween making and viewing images. Using the screen of the DS is a physical and
performative activity. Viewing is no longer a matter of perceptually receiving
images. It entails movements with the hand that holds the stylus. There are no
images prior to the moment the user conjures them up by touch. This simultane-
ity of touching, making, and viewing connects the viewing experience to the live-
ness of television, and to the physical and creative experience of drawing. This
temporal aspect is clear in the ad, where looking and doing occur at the same
moment – are, in fact, one act. The activity, or performance, of making shifts the
focus from receptivity to production.

As part of a body that can move around, the hand that touches the screen of the
DS gadget can also take the gadget to different places. I turn now to the mobility
that results from this aspect as a second, fundamentally new, yet also continuous
aspect of the gadget. As I argue below, multiple takes on mobility – of device,
screen, and user – can be brought to bear on the particular touch screen interface.

Mobile screen

As a handheld device the DS can be taken anywhere. The portability of the device
makes it a mobile medium but because of its pocket size also a very individual
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one. Yet, as stressed in the marketing of the DS, sharing is part of the fun – of its
social ecology. Sharing concerns the way the mobile screen as a handheld object
can be passed around, a mobility not of space only, but also a mobility of use and
even property. Although mobile gadgets are often also called ‘personal electronic
devices’, the DS ad campaign explicitly targets connectivity, communal play, and
media use.

Consider the following commercial for the DS, called Gravy. Five young people
in a restaurant play with their food. Shots of them seem to be unrelated, until we
understand that they are, in fact, connected, communicating with each other.
‘Game?’ is the question a boy writes in a pool of gravy on his plate. ‘I’m in,’ a girl
writes on her frosted glass. This commercial plays with a magical idea, especially
appealing to children who hate to be forced to finish their dinner. The medium,
enabling the bored child to break his solitude, allows what can be called space-
binding – the particular characteristic of televisual connections between spaces
that fundamentally alters the experience of time within a place, as Anna McCarthy
has pointed out (2001, 74). This telewriting invokes the association with the mys-
tic writing pad, which was also alluded to in the dirty-windows ad. There, the
potential opaqueness visually was offered to the use of performative writing – the
command that took immediate effect. Here, the magic of the mystic writing pad
appears in the writable gravy.5

This is a form of ghost writing: someone else, invisible to you as if on the other
side of the screen, makes things visible on your screen. The fact that someone
else, who is elsewhere, manages your screen turns that screen into a shared
space. The screen gains liveness, as the process of writing is simultaneous with
viewing, like in live animation. This ad suggests that different perspectives and
agencies run into one another on one single screen. Connectivity not only multi-
plies screen space, it also turns multiple screens into one. The gadget is thus
positioned as tool and as site for private, yet collective, mediation.

In addition to the possibility of passing around the whole gadget, hence, the
whole screen, the feature of connectivity enables another way of sharing.
Through wireless connection the user/player can share screen space, simulta-
neously in multiple-player games or alternately by sending messages. Screen
space is something else than, literally, the space of the hand that holds the screen.
Instead, the experience of space can be considered in terms of a spatial continuity
of eyes, hand, screen, and screened space. In response to earlier screen technolo-
gies, the mobility of the gadget is therefore perhaps best understood as the spatial
extension not beyond the screen (into the screened space) but in front of the
screen (between eye and screen). More intimate than a distant screen, more indi-
vidual than a large screen, more intuitive than a separated screen, the handheld
aspect of the mobile screen emphasizes the continuity between spaces.

This brings me to another aspect of spatial continuity, namely the impact of
time on space. Continuity is spatial but inevitably also temporal. Simultaneity and
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the sharing of screen space is a way of temporalizing space. The gravy ad takes
time and represents time: the time of boredom, and the time in which boredom is
interrupted by the initiative to play. This is why media of mobility are so attractive:
they play with and naturalize the time-space continuum.

Continuity, and in its wake sharing, are not only clarifying but also mystifying
terms. They suggest a social advantage, an overcoming of individualism and lone-
liness. When speaking of the ‘bi-located psyche’ of the player, Parikka and Suo-
minen (2006) point out how this discourse of connectivity does not disrupt the
traditional separation between public and private domains. Instead, this discourse
expands on another trope, namely that of virtual mobility. Sharing and connectiv-
ity concern transport. Space itself is transported: the expansion of space through
the media device, whether or not with clean windows, allows the player to do
something else, somewhere else. Thus, the mobility of the device comes to stand
for the mobility of the medium.

It follows that mobility operates on different levels: the mobility of the device,
the mobility of the player/user, and the mobility between places and users. What
is most significant for the mobile game console, then, is the way the mobility of
the screen relates to the virtual mobility that the screen ‘images’. Drawing atten-
tion to that double-edged mobility turns the console as gadget once more into a
theoretical console.

There is, however, a paradox at the heart of this mobility: that of the immobile
spectator. Anne Friedberg has pointed out this paradox of the cinematic viewing
arrangement in her thought-provoking analysis of screen media and their virtual
mobility (2006). The virtual mobility of the medium is made possible precisely in
the space between the immobile (cinema) viewer, the static screen or frame, and
the mobility of the images on screen.

In the case of the DS, the spectator is a player, a user, and is physically engaged
when using the console. The touch screen is screen and controller in one and
requires physical action, and such action entails movement. But movement is not
mobility; moving one’s hand is not the same as moving around. This brings me,
once more, to the ‘old’ aspect of this gadget. The immobility of the spectator is
required for the classical screen, of which the film screen is the paradigmatic
example. The newness resides in the fact that mobile screens not only allow, po-
tentially, for mobility of both body and screen, they also position the mobility of
the body within a number of relationships. The DS embodies an aspect of new-
ness it shares with many other contemporary gadgets. This further develops its
status as a theoretical console. As Ingrid Richardson argues, they set up a distinc-
tive relationship between body, screen/technology, and environment/space:

The idea that embodiment is possible relies largely on the supposition that our
engagement with screen media requires a stationary body, such that one’s
awareness of the corporeal recedes. Yet, as I have suggested mobile media
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complicate this relation, and facilitate a physical mobility of the body, whether
pedestrian or vehicular, partially returning one’s attention to physical location
and the navigation within and around the material environment (2005, np).

This mobility is most emphatically demonstrated in the case of navigation
screens. There, our literal being in the world, our physical occupation of space
and the inherent coordinates, make on-screen navigation possible. Therefore, we
are becoming familiar with the principle that not only the body can become mo-
bile, but that it has to move in order for the screen to function.6

This mobility is similar to the movement of the avatar as a representation of the
player on the screen of racing games. In those cases the cars even represent the
vehicle, which virtually transports the player through the virtual space of the ra-
cing track. There is a difference here. The navigation of the screen itself – in the
hands of the user or in the car/vehicle that transports both user/viewer and device/
screen – ‘pulls’ the avatar through the represented space on the screen of the
navigation device. In contrast, the movement of buttons, finger or stylus ‘pushes’
the avatar across the screen space in the case of racing games.

All these aspects of mobility over-determine the simple but significant fact that
the gadget itself, as a thing, can be transported wherever the user wishes to go. It
is pocketsize, handheld, and lightweight. This mobility could not even be imag-
ined in the days of old media. But clearly, this mobility of the thing qua thing is
only the outer shell of something of which the mobility is multiple and constantly
shifting. The fascination, in the end, is with mobility as such, old and new. As it
provides us a freedom within space-time that no longer holds us but that we, as
owner of this gadget, can hold, it is new in relation to the old. Rather than a
screen-window through which we can look outside, the gadget is like a remote
control for the subject itself. Like a pocket teleporter, it transports us while being
on the move.

Double screen

In combination with the tactile and the mobile screen, the DS raises the stakes of
screen technology through the doubling of the screen. It doubles the screen not
only literally, by offering two related screens that split up screen space, but also
conceptually, thus thickening its potential as a theoretical console even more. As
a material site for interfacing, the screen can be multiplied. This can be done in
order to combine different interfaces. This is how the screen has become a con-
vergent medium. Looking at the DS, the clamshell case not only makes closing
the screens possible, but also divides them: splitting up single-screen space into
two separate screens. Again, theoretical implications cross historical ones, as the
newness meets its past.
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Figure 2: Simultaneous screens of Mario Kart DS, a racing game for the DS (Courtesy of
Nintendo Benelux)
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Obviously, screens within screens, or perhaps more appropriately, frames within
frames have a longer history than Nintendo’s invention. Split screens, inserts,
mise-en-abymes: we have seen it all in cinema – and before that in painting. Yet the
primary difference here is the aspect of navigation. In her section on multiple
frames and screens, Anne Friedberg has pointed out how the digital, multiple
screen allows for multitasking. This implies a temporal simultaneity of different
activities in parallel spaces (2006, 233). Following the historical metamorphoses
of the screen, which Friedberg helps us to investigate, a temporal and spatial
doubling of multiple screens is perhaps the most significant newness of the digi-
tal screen. In this vein, I focus here on the fractured, yet connected, spatial ar-
rangement of screen-based activity; the exploring of or navigating within one
screen space, for example, which results in a representation of that process in
another space.

Through its multiple screens – material screens, in the case of the DS, not just
multiple frames within the larger frame of a single screen – the DS makes con-
nections between multiple (virtual) spaces but also to multiple interfaces possible;
and it makes that possibility visible. The games developed for the DS explore
these possibilities for double vision. One of the clearest cases of related interfaces
is that of racing games. Since the early days of racing games we have known the
screen insert with a little map of the racing track in the upper or lower corner of
the frame. These maps show little arrows, or avatars that resemble the cars that
are driven in the game. On the larger screen we see a first-person perspective
from a car on the racetrack.

These representations are excellent examples of what Michel De Certeau (1984)
calls map and tour paradigms. While tours are visual narratives, maps are visual
abstractions of space. These two forms of space-making announce what double
screens make possible. De Certeau was talking about traditional cartography, but
in the case of interactive digital maps, shifting perspectives and navigation on
screen are at issue. The virtual movements of the avatar on screenic maps allow
for a haptic navigation – navigation based on the transfer of physical movement to
another spatial realm. When the navigator moves, the avatar moves along. The
continuity between spaces makes navigation between the converged mapping
paradigms possible. This is what the DS demonstrates, proposing for our reflec-
tion the implications of mapping according to De Certeau, the way these implica-
tions respond to the old cartographies, and to what extent the newness, with all
its rhetoric of sharing, truly innovates the ecology of screen technology.7

Console

As a theoretical console, the Nintendo DS offers us insight into the mobile screen
as gadget where history and theory cross. As an instance of commercial gadgetry,
the object represents the state of the art of applied technology available for the
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average consumer. Its commercial value lies in the discourse of an ever-moving or
changing horizon of technological development. As Baudrillard put it in his criti-
cal analysis of the system of fashionable objects, this discourse is even embedded
in the technological make-up of the object itself (1996, esp. 115-138). In the ‘per-
manent state of revolution’ of technology, it is the object that ‘speaks’ its ‘time’
(ibid., 9; emphasis in text). With its historical status it suggests the interrogation
of the gadget as ‘speaking its time’ through its combination of recognizable ‘old’
and exciting ‘new’ features. Theoretically, it encourages the exploration of its
possibilities as a console, a polymorphous ‘screenic’ platform for a variety of ap-
plications and practices. When we separate the thing – the DS in its material form
– from the object – the thing that asks us what it is – we create what in science is
denoted by the term ‘theoretical object’: a temporary construction. The object –
here a particular screenic device – is imagined, constructed, in order to interro-
gate the meaning of the object that is theorized ‘about’.

In addition to the many faces of the console, the specific characteristic of the
portable system as a piece of technology, as hardware, the very materiality, its
thingness, raises questions about the gadget status of the apparatus. As such, the
gadget is more than an object: it is a tool for the user/player to do things with it.
In this respect, the gadget as console is best understood as a thing, place, instru-
ment and portal at the same time. Moreover, unlike other (portable) media
players, a console is, in part, an empty interface. The software application deter-
mines part of the interface, in dialogue with the hardware elements. The complex
of characteristics of the portable console as a versatile object, a thing/medium,
demands a theoretical grasp of the phenomenon.

As a console it is, first, a material object (the device we hold in our hands). It is
also a screen we look at as well as through, and a screen we touch. And thirdly, it
is an interface utility, at once an invisible and visible platform – a machine for
visual (and audio) output of the applications one can play on it. This interfacing
function of screens is fundamentally, not coincidentally, imagined as a spatiotem-
poral traversal. And traversal, to become concretely imaginable, takes the form of
travel. Travel as a practice, then, becomes a theoretical trope. As trope, travel is a
concrete and visualizable idea that harbors theoretical thoughts that a critic can
engage in when analyzing objects. By the same token, things that are contem-
plated as objects that embody such visual forms of travel can in turn be under-
stood as theoretical objects.

I have proposed that the DS can thus be considered as a theoretical object, but
more specifically in this case, as a theoretical console. The difference between
what is called a theoretical object and what I term a theoretical console is that
between a thing, used and reflected upon as object, and a variety of practices
performed through that thing – its ‘consoleness’. As an object, the DS Nintendo
already raises questions and suggests ideas about the status, the limits and the
possibilities of the screen. This turns the object as artefact into a theoretical ob-
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ject. As a console, it works as a dispositif that compels particular practices, and
thus it complicates these questions.

Notes

1. For a more developed version of this argument, see my article in Journal of Visual Culture
8, 2 (forthcoming, August 2009).

2. Digitally animated and interactive games are not the only applications for the DS. An
Internet browser, movie and music players and e-book readers have been developed,
both by Nintendo, third-party commercial producers, as well as by consumers who
produce so-called homebrew applications.

3. http://www.nintendo.com/consumer/systems/ds/faq.jsp.
4. http://www.nintendo.com/overviewds.
5. About Freud’s essay on the mystic writing pad as metaphor for memory and the rela-

tionship with screen time, see Mary Ann Doane (1996; 2002). In a slightly different
vein, Maureen Turim considers the children’s toy Etch-a-Sketch as a pre-digital Wunder-
block (1999, 49). Thanks to Ann-Sophie Lehmann for bringing this essay to my atten-
tion.

6. Elsewhere (2008), I have argued about separate, yet connected spaces of navigation
devices, that the on-screen representation of navigation is, in fact, the means for navi-
gating off-screen space. This simultaneous onscreen and offscreen navigation can be
conceptualized as the construction of screen space: a hybrid space between onscreen and
offscreen space.

7. On De Certeau’s notion of space and maps, see also the essay by Sybille Lammes in this
volume.
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Terra incognita

Computer games, cartography and spatial stories

Sybille Lammes

In this chapter I will examine computer games in which both mapping and spatial
progress are important organizing principles. Games such as Age of Empires (1997-
2005), Rise of Nations (2003), and Civilization (1991-2005) invite the player to go on
an imaginary expedition, where traveling through landscapes creates a story. Dur-
ing this process maps and landscapes are mutable instead of fixed, changing ap-
pearances according to where the player travels and what is being altered in en-
vironments (e.g. mining, founding trading posts or towns, expanding borders).
Right through this explorative journey, the player develops a spatial story with
herself or himself as the main character as well as being an imaginary cartogra-
pher who interacts with maps and changes them according to the spatial ad-
vancements that are made. As I will show in this chapter, cartographical practices
in such games augment the spatial awareness and reflection of players by inviting
them to play with maps and change them according to their spatial advance-
ments. Players themselves create spatial formations, thus generating a particular
sense of place and space.

To specify how the relationship between transformative cartography and spatial
progress can be understood, I will approach them as spatial stories, a term that
has been theorized by De Certeau (1984). Although I am aware of the fact that De
Certeau is a nonconformist in how he uses terms such as space and place, his
theories are pertinent to my argument because of the emphasis that he puts on
the relation and oscillation between the map and tour when we create spatial
stories.1

Clearly, in the games that are central to this chapter, mapping is combined
with touring when moving through the game space. De Certeau’s theories, if
used critically, can thus facilitate an understanding of how spatial stories are
being developed in such games, and how maps function in this process.

In this context it is particularly interesting to see how spatial stories in compu-
ter games differ from conventional spatial stories, due to the use of digital instead
of analogue mapping techniques. It has been often maintained that analogue
maps – and space in general – have been ideologically constructed as fixed and
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objective, while they are actually socially produced (Lefèbvre 1991; Massey 1994),
ideologically coded (Harley 1988; Harley 1989; Wood 1992; Crampton 2001;
Wood 2002) and one of the main institutions for national states to ‘imagine’ their
power (Anderson 1991). De Certeau’s argument – written in the pre-digital era –

also hinges on the fact that analogue maps are frozen representations. Hence, he
maintains, a friction occurs between the personal and dynamic way in which peo-
ple experience traveling through space in daily life and how maps (and other
techno-scientific representations of space) represent environments as unchange-
able and abstract. Since the digital maps under scrutiny in this chapter have lost
such preset qualities, this argument needs critical reconsideration. The mutability
of the digital maps that the player can manipulate prompts questions about how
and to what extent spatio-cultural meanings shift when maps become more alter-
able.

Another reason why De Certeau offers an appealing perspective to study these
games is because he speaks of spatial stories as practices (Thrift 2004). Although
his writings are very much indebted to a semiotic tradition, he no longer defines
stories as conventional narrative structures with a predetermined outcome and
determinable positions of reader and narrator. Instead he speaks of spatial stories
as performative acts in which the traveler becomes the story-maker. This is a
highly important notion when trying to understand mapping and spatial progress
in these games, or in fact any digital game. As has been amply discussed before,
the player of a game cannot simply be theorized as a reader of or listener to a
story as text, but is rather engaged in playful spatial practices through which per-
sonal stories are being developed (Juul 2001; Ryan 2002; Kücklich 2003; Jenkins
2004; Murray 2005; Frasca 2005; Jenkins 2005). De Certeau’s approach offers the
means to deal with games as stories, yet at the same time acknowledging their
simulative and interactive qualities and the agency of the player.

Stories as playgrounds

Surely the fact that De Certeau’s theories open up possibilities to look at stories in
interactive terms is one of the reasons that the notion of spatial stories has so
often been applied to computer games. It was especially an article by cultural
theorist Henry Jenkins and literary historian Mary Fuller, Nintendo® and new world
travel writing: A dialogue, that set this trend. Jenkins asserts in this article that Nin-
tendo games, and even new media as a whole, may be perceived as spatial stories.
He observes that games and other digital expressions can be best described in
such terms because players primarily construct a narrative by traveling through
space (Fuller and Jenkins 1995). Friedman took this idea on board in his writing
about the game Civilization, presenting it as a suitable concept for understanding
simulation games in which the player re-enacts and gives shape to history
through the mastery of landscape (Friedman 1999).
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Jenkins’s and Friedman’s views have since been the touchstone for many sub-
sequent academic writings on games (Douglas 2002; Poblocki 2002; Lammes
2003; Newman 2004; Magnet 2006). Following the authors’ example, they mostly
refer to the difference that De Certeau made between space and place, and be-
tween the map and the tour, and apply these dichotomies to games. Places and
maps are then perceived as abstract, timeless and stable. Space and tours, on the
other hand, are seen as concrete, known and changeable and part of a more per-
sonal spatial experience.

In the following section I will first briefly re-visit De Certeau’s writings on these
four concepts, since they are often referred to in a rather condensed or even
eroded way. I will move on to discuss how his vocabulary has been used in rela-
tion to games so far, and how it could be relevant to comprehend the cartogra-
phical practices figuring in the games central to this chapter. Additionally, I will
argue that De Certeau’s understanding of boundaries should be more explicitly
added to this quartet to come to a better understanding of how these games treat
spatial borders.

De Certeau re-visited

In The practice of everyday life (1984), De Certeau dedicates a chapter to the working
of spatial stories. Unlike some ludologist game researchers, who would claim that
games are in essence non-narrative (Frasca 2003, 2005; Juul 2004, Aarseth 2004),
spatial stories are everywhere according to De Certeau. Not only do we need them
to make sense of everyday life; stories are the central organizing principle for all
human activity and are especially important when trying to come to grips with
spatial change: ‘[E]very day, they traverse and organize places. (...) They are spa-
tial trajectories’ (De Certeau 1984, 115).

To understand how such spatial stories take shape, he makes the aforemen-
tioned distinction between space and place and map and tour, two concepts I will
explain here in more detail.

The most important difference between place (‘lieu’) and space (‘espace’) is that the
first term is about stability and an ordered configuration of elements, whilst the
latter rather implies mobility and has a ‘polyvalent’ character. Place refers to the
‘proper’ order, to the way spatial positions are related in an objective account,
whilst space is about how we deal with spatiality as ‘a practiced place’. To explain
the difference, De Certeau gives the example of walking the streets of a city. The
geometrical configuration of the streets he equates with place, while the act of
traversing these streets changes them into space. Thus, place is set and univocal,
while the notion of space has as many meanings as there are walkers (De Certeau
1984, 117).
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De Certeau speaks of both terms as constantly influencing each other. He iden-
tifies place as having the purpose to create static and lifeless objects. Space, on
the other hand, presupposes a subjective purpose. It implies movement and
change. In stories, these two determinations should be understood as in constant
fluctuation in which a lifeless, objective, abstract place can become an animated
and changeable, concrete space. Conversely, space can also be consolidated into
place (De Certeau 1984, 117-21).

De Certeau introduces the difference between the map and the tour as a means
to distinguish the different modes of the interplay of space and place in one of the
most basic travel stories, namely spatial descriptions. From a study of how resi-
dents experience their apartments, he learned that the majority of people describe
their dwellings in terms of moving about, and that only a small minority uses
terms of seeing to explain how their apartments look. De Certeau links the latter
to the notion of the map. A map can be described as a static representation of the
world we live in. It objectifies spatial relations. The moving mode he relates to the
notion of the tour. Touring is a dynamic principle that is subjective, since the
point of view of the traveler is central. According to De Certeau these two concep-
tions of spatiality are both incongruous dimensions of contemporary culture.
While being confronted with a static representation of the world we live in, we
sense our space in a dynamic and more personal way. Just like place and space,
maps and tours necessitate one another and come into being through a reciprocal
movement. Even more so as a map always presupposes a tour; one first needs to
go somewhere to give an objective spatial account of it (De Certeau 1984, 117-21).

Map/Space Tour/Place

Objective

‘Scientific’

Abstract

Fixed

Subjective

Personal

Concrete

Dynamic

Table 1: De Certeau’s spatial distinctions

Although these concepts are in essence intertwined, maps have become more and
more separated from the experience of tours in Western cultures. On medieval
maps, where the itineraries themselves are basic and the emphasis lies on how
long it would take to travel and where to stop, their interaction is still clearly
discernable. But gradually the traces of the tours, which permitted the making of
maps, were erased, and maps became more formal and abstract. Today, De Cer-
teau states, we have to deal with this ‘isolated (...) system of geographical places’
(ibid., 121) while simultaneously experiencing space as an ongoing and mobile
practice. Everyday stories help to make sense of such frictions: ‘they are treat-
ments of space’ (ibid.).
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New world dialogues

In the aforementioned dialogue between Jenkins and Fuller, Jenkins uses the writ-
ings of De Certeau to situate Nintendo games in the realm of popular entertain-
ment. Additionally, his dialogue with Fuller is aimed at comparing the treatment
of space and place in Nintendo games with earlier Anglo-Saxon writings on the
‘discovery’ of new lands. Consequently, an interesting picture emerges of the ima-
gination of space as a popular discourse, one that is closely related to the Amer-
ican myth of the Wild West and new frontiers.

Jenkins finds that De Certeau’s ideas on spatial stories are very apt for explain-
ing imaginary spatial quests as stories. According to Jenkins Nintendo games are
spatial stories because they cannot be easily defined in terms of an intricate plot
or character. The story mainly develops by moving through landscapes, while the
plot remains relatively simple (Fuller and Jenkins 1995; Jenkins 2004).

When applying De Certeau’s distinction between place and space to Nintendo
games, Jenkins relates place to the code that presupposes the game, while space
‘happens’ at the moment that the code is in the hands of the player who creates
an imaginary landscape that is both personal and mobile. He then compares the
paper maps that are supplied with the game to De Certeau’s medieval maps, in
which descriptions are less isolated from the tour that they facilitate because they
supply descriptions of how to move through the game.

The assessment that Jenkins makes about the use of paper maps is of course
pertinent and intriguing. Yet I would argue that maps can also be found within
the games themselves, and that these maps are even less isolated than the quasi-
medieval maps of which Jenkins speaks.

Ted Friedman believes that the use of maps in simulation games like Civilization
III (1996) differs from Jenkins’s analysis (1999). According to Friedman, such
games are more about inviting the player to become a mapmaker. Interestingly,
Friedman maintains that the landscape through which the player travels has car-
tographical qualities: when playing the game one identifies with the environment
(a spatial practice) in a more abstract sense, because one constantly sees the land-
scape from above. Through this bird’s-eye view, the player is fixed in a deperso-
nalized frame of mind. So a story can be developed without ever bringing it to the
level of individual experience. The map therefore is not merely the environment
for the story; it’s the hero of the story. Thus, Friedman concludes that the player
has a less subjective identification with the visited landscape, and that space is
experienced as mapping.

Although the observation about the cartographical disposition of landscapes in
simulation games is highly relevant, it needs some reconsideration. When Fried-
man states that the map becomes the protagonist of the story, with whom the
player identifies, he overlooks a pivotal quality of any game: in the end, it is al-
ways the player who is the hero (or the loser). Games are not pre-set texts with
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pre-set heroes, but interactive forms of expression. Because the player’s actions
are vital to the outcome of a game, a different identification process emerges in
which a map cannot be a protagonist. It is rather the player who dynamically
fluctuates between being a cartographer and being a traveler. Therefore, simula-
tion games offer more than a frozen ideological representation of space, they
allow us to spatially transform environments.

Figure 1: Screenshot from Sid Meier’s Civilization IV (Firaxis Games 2005)

As such, identification in simulation games takes place on an even more spatial
level than in the Nintendo games. Instead of touring with an avatar on foot (vir-
tual), the player is constantly involved in mapping the space that he creates by
touring with a bird’s-eye view. This literal overview informs a strong interplay
between mapping and touring, and the gamer is constantly and explicitly involved
in making his own space, translating that into places and vice versa. The stories
thus created, liberate maps from the isolated, unchangeable and static form they
have gained since the Renaissance. They bring maps back (in)to life.

Friedman’s argument also needs to be adjusted to the rapidly changing game-
play. Nowadays games like Civilization heavily depend on the use of so-called
mini-maps. Although the environment that the player watches and masters from
above has certainly cartographical qualities, the use of mini-maps in recent strat-
egy games adds a new layer. While environments of touring obtain cartographical
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features and become somewhat de-personalized, mini-maps develop into more
subjective playgrounds.

I would like to explain this by looking at the use of mini-maps in the game Age
of Empires III (AOE). Here, the player is in a constant flux of moving through terri-
tory, which is translated into an expansion (filling in) of the mini-map (left corner
of fig. 3). Conversely, one can click on the mini-map to move to an area on the
big screen. It is even possible to click on the figure of the explorer on the main
screen, go back to the mini-map, click on the area he is to be sent to and subse-
quently move him to that spot on the main screen. Through these actions, map-
ping and touring entertain a highly dynamic relationship, which somewhat com-
plicates Friedman’s claim that the player simply becomes a cartographer as
opposed to a tour-maker. The player indeed becomes a mapmaker, but this can-
not be described as a depersonalized endeavour. It would be more precise to call
the player a cartographer on tour.

Figure 2: Screenshot from Age of Empires III (Ensemble Studios 2005)

Certainly, strategy games are the pinnacle of what De Certeau defines as spatial
stories, precisely because spatial exploration is so central to them and is not hin-
dered by plot or avatar. But it no longer suffices to maintain that they give the
player the opportunity of understanding space as a map. Contemporary strategy
games make such interesting spatial stories because they elicit a constant inter-
play between the static and the mobile, the subjective and the objective.
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Rendering spatial categories fluid, these games actually seem to undermine De
Certeau’s argument that maps and tours have become separated realms in Wes-
tern cultures. Even the activities of looking and walking De Certeau assigns to
mapping and touring, respectively, become less distinct. In the example I just
mentioned, looking and exploring have become inseparable processes and the
oscillation between them is actually a crucial part of the game play: maps are not
only transformable, but become places one can go to, while landscapes that are
toured acquire cartographical qualities and become observable.

Stories and boundaries

Contemporary strategy games are not only unusual spatial stories because they
entail a breakdown of the map as a means of seeing and tour as a way of going.
They also accentuate two other objects important to De Certeau’s definition of
spatial story, namely the frontier and the bridge.

De Certeau argues that stories perform an important function in everyday life
by setting limitations. By describing space, they arrange and order cultural do-
mains. As such they not only set limits but also alter boundaries: ‘one can see
that the primary function is to authorize the establishment, displacement or
transcendence of limits’ (De Certeau 1984, 123). To describe this paradoxical
quality of boundaries, he distinguishes two narrative figures in every story that
have the power to fix boundaries and to revise them, namely the frontier and the
bridge, respectively.

In explaining the figure of the frontier, De Certeau takes his reader on an ety-
mological tour to prove that stories are ways of creating borders. If more scat-
tered now than before, the ‘primary role of stories’ has always been to function
as a playground for actions after their formation as a delineated domain. Such
actions can nevertheless also transgress the limits that are first set by the story (e.
g. feudal conflicts in which set borders are contested). As such, boundaries are
the prerequisite for any social practice. In this process the figure of the frontier
and the bridge entertain a paradoxical relationship (De Certeau 1984, 118).

In De Certeau’s vocabulary the frontier should be equated with ‘legitimate’ do-
mains, since it creates spatial formations such as nations and empires. The
bridge, on the other hand, points to what is not part of that area, in other words
to ‘its (alien) exteriority’, such as other nations, unconquered territories or no-
man’s lands. The frontier has a mediating or ‘bridging’ quality because it is the
point of contact between the two entities it separates. In itself it does not belong
to either entity (De Certeau 1984, 126-28). Frontiers are in that sense twilight
zones.

Strategy games explicitly ask the player to mark off land and to create borders
and transgress them in an interactive way. A player has to deal with at least two
different kinds of borders at once: the border between filled-in territory and the
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undiscovered black space on screen, and the borders between his own territory
and that of others. Interestingly, games like AOE foreground the bridging quali-
ties of borders. Since continuous spatial transgression is so central to such
games, borders have gained a semi-permeable quality. They are always crossings
to ‘otherlands’ and never presented as hard and definite lines. In Civilization IV
(Figure 3) for example, the player’s territory spreads like liquid over a surface.

Figure 3: Screenshot from Sid Meier’s Civilization IV (Firaxis Games 2005)

Certainly, the map that has to be filled in has preset limits on what Jenkins calls
the level of code (1995). Yet the demarcations of the player’s own territory appears
rather fuzzy on screen. In AOE it is presented by different colours for different
nations, and in Civilization IV by an opaque line that is drawn around the ‘zone of
influence’. While the player is involved in a constant process of defining and ex-
panding his territory, others will try to diminish the playroom or push back the
borders. This element of bridging should be seen in the light of the interactive
quality of games. Because the player is able to draw and transcend boundaries
and can be interactively involved in creating a spatial story, the emphasis lies on
the passing of borders. Players become enactors instead of tellers of spatial stor-
ies, trying to develop a story by pushing spatial limits.
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Digital mapping

Although it has been suggested that games offer us digital playgrounds to express
our daily spatial experience of living in an overcrowded world with fewer and few-
er places to play outside (Fuller and Jenkins 1995; Friedman 1999), sticking to
such a basic explanation of the socio-spatial function of cartographies would not
do justice to the games discussed here.

Jenkins places Nintendo games in the same league with early science fiction,
pulp fiction and imaginary quests like Alice in Wonderland where stories also devel-
op through the exploration of unknown territory while plot and character are less
important. He also draws a parallel with playground attractions such as the roll-
ercoaster. Like such attractions, Nintendo games offer the recreational sensation
of sightseeing. But in contrast to these attractions, they offer the participant the
opportunity to interact and transform landscapes during touring.

As Jenkins points out, such games are also part and parcel of a more wide-
spread Western fascination with new world exploration. Although a nostalgia for
being an explorer and cartographer who marks out ‘new’ territory has been pre-
sent in, for example, travelogues and certain board games, the actual possibilities
of making environments and maps have been limited (Fuller and Jenkins 1995).
The discussed games are unique in that they offer players the potential of being
an active explorer and mapmaker at once. Still, I would like to add, they involve
not so much a spatial reproduction of being a new world explorer, but rather en-
tail a transformation of past endeavours to map and conquer new lands. Being a
new world traveler is not so much re-constructed, but rather transformed into a
playful activity in which mastering space becomes more of a personal power
struggle than an accurate historical reiteration of how spatial relationships have
been shaped by external hegemonic forces (Lammes 2003). Games translate spa-
tial hegemonies into play, thus necessarily changing them into something more
personal and subjective. As players are given the ludic power to mark territories
and empires, they can create their own (post)colonial tales by translating world
histories into personal stories.

Furthermore, strategy games should also be seen within a wider contemporary
development that assigns new meanings and functions to cartography. With the
emergence of new media, maps in general have changed drastically. Not only do
they look rather different, also the way we use them has altered significantly. Old-
er maps may have offered some possibilities of modification (e.g. adding notes),
but today users have the opportunity to interrelate with maps whilst navigating.
Be it an automated navigation system that alters its itinerary when the driver
chooses to drive elsewhere, or a map in a computer game that is partly created by
the player(s) during the game –maps have become less fixed and are co-produced
by their users.
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The games discussed here are particular performances within this wider tech-
noscientific network of digital cartographies. The Lithuanian writer Gailitis stated
that with GPS technologies, ‘the subject becomes the object, and we are nothing
more than our own remote control’ (Gailitis 2005, 479). Yet, as the above analysis
has shown, computer games differ from GPS devices in that they do not simply
present us with an objectification of our personal whereabouts but actually over-
come the one-directional transformation Gailitis stresses. They are for that matter
more closely related to applications like Google Earth that also allows users to mix
observant roles with subjective and personal experiences of space (e.g. The 21
Steps, Panoramio). As playful domains, they inspire gamers to appropriate spatial
practices and make sense of them in their own way, hybridizing notions of objec-
tive place and subjective space.

It has been argued that new media have deprived us of a sense of spatial be-
longing. Through their global and ubiquitous use and representations, they are
believed to have created ‘geographies of nowhere’ instead (Eberle 1994; Kunstler
1994; Augé 1995). Yet this rather dystopian contention becomes problematic
when one thinks of the increasing quantity of digital maps that we have to deal
with. However diverse the purposes of individual technologies may be, they all
point to an increasing involvement of users with their environments. As cartogra-
phers on tour, players are engaged in a process that is targeted towards a perso-
nal rather than a global or homogenous concept of spatiality. Such games do
more than just ask a certain degree of spatial attentiveness from players to win
the game. They invite them to create and transform maps and landscapes accord-
ing to their individual choices. Gamers are thus actively exploring and transform-
ing territories and maps in a highly personal, precise and even reflexive way. As
such these games demonstrate that the global use of new media (and globaliza-
tion in general) may have transformed our sense of belonging, but has not neces-
sarily led to spatial homogenizations (Appadurai 2002). Our sense of place and
space may indeed have changed but has not disappeared.

Note

1. For a related discussion of De Certeau’s concept in the context of portable gaming
devices, see the chapter by Nanna Verhoeff. For an inverted use of the terms space and
place, informed by a sociological approach, see the chapter by Ann-Sophie Lehmann.
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Conceptualizing forums and blogs as
public sphere

Thomas Poell

On the morning of 2 November 2004, immediately after the assassination of the
controversial Dutch film director Theo van Gogh by the young Dutch Moroccan
Mohammed B., large numbers of people rushed to the Internet to share their
grief, anger, insights, and opinions. On FOK!forum!, one of the largest web forums
in the Netherlands, every minute several posts appeared. Most of them said little
more than: ‘Goddammit!!!’, ‘jesus!!!!!!!!!!!!!’, ‘No! Fucking hell!’, and ‘let’s hope
he’s still alive’. Later during the day, when the news spread that the assassin was
Moroccan, the posts became more reflexive, but also more aggressive. For exam-
ple, at a quarter past six in the evening, one message on FOK!forum! read: ‘however
you look at it, it remains a POLITICAL MISTAKE. Repeatedly, it has been indi-
cated that there are a lot of problems in this MULTICULTURAL society. But has
anything ever been done? NO!!’. A few minutes later, someone responded by
claiming: ‘Bull-shit, this involves one moron, who decided to kill someone be-
cause of his ideas. There will always be such types.’1

How should this kind of online interaction be understood? Can it be inter-
preted as fruitful public debate? Particularly two concepts, which are both norma-
tive and descriptive, play an important role in the discussion on the influence of
online communication on public debate. Firstly, inspired by Jürgen Habermas’s
Structural transformation of the public sphere (1989; org. 1962), various new media
scholars argue that the Internet can revive or extend the public sphere, as it is, con-
trary to the traditional mass media, in essence an interactive medium. Following
Habermas, most of these authors refer to the concept of the public sphere as a
realm separate from political, religious, or economic interests, in which citizens
articulate shared opinions through public debate (Benkler 2006, 176-178; Dahl-
berg 2001; 2005; Knapp 1997; McNair 2006, 152-154; Rheingold 1993, 274-280).
Secondly, in critical dialogue with the original Habermasian concept of the public
sphere, other theorists maintain that the Internet is especially important because
it facilitates the construction of multiple alternative or counter-public spheres. With this
concept they allude to online communicative spaces in which social groups,
which have no access to the mass media platform, can construct shared identities
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and interests and coordinate public actions (Bennett 2004; Dahlgren 2001, 52-53;
Downey and Fenton 2003, 198-199; Hacker and Van Dijk 2000; Poster 1995).

So far, these concepts have primarily been used for general reflections on the
relationship between online communication and public debate. This raises the
question of whether they can also help us to understand the influence of particu-
lar forms of online communication, that is, as medium-specific materializations.
This chapter tries to answer this question by examining the role of Internet for-
ums and blogs in the intense public discussions following the assassination of
Theo van Gogh. It focuses on an actual social conflict because the medium-speci-
fic characteristics of forums and blogs can be most clearly observed when the
public and the various media are in a state of alert, and all focused on the same
issue.

The assassination of Theo van Gogh is particularly interesting from an analyti-
cal point of view as it received an enormous amount of media attention and put
the Netherlands, at least for a few days, in a state of shock. As the assassin was a
young Dutch Moroccan, who claimed to have murdered Van Gogh for religious
reasons, the discussions inevitably revolved around central democratic issues
such as citizenship, freedom of speech, and the place of religion in a liberal de-
mocratic society (see also Boomgaarden and De Vreese 2007; Hajer and Uiter-
mark 2008; Pantti and Van Zoonen 2006). In previous years, Van Gogh himself
had become an important figure in the debate over these issues, as he had fiercely
criticized Muslim practices and beliefs as well as the multicultural politics of the
central government, which promoted cultural diversity (Hajer and Uitermark
2008).

For the evaluation of the two concepts, 51 blogs were investigated in the first
three days after the assassination. A blog (short for web log) is a website, usually
maintained by an individual, which has separately locatable entries, displayed in
reverse chronological order. Most blogs offer the reader the opportunity to leave
comments, which may be moderated or deleted by the blog owner. The 51 inves-
tigated blogs effectively constitute all of the retrievable Dutch language blogs
commenting on the assassination. Of these 51 blogs, 46 were found through
Google Blog Search, which allows one to search specifically for blog posts written
on a particular date. Yet, Google Blog Search is by no means perfect; a manual
search revealed that a significant part of the most well-known Dutch blogs com-
menting on the assassination was not available through Google Blog Search.
Consequently, five extra blogs, among others the right-wing shocklog GeenStijl,
were added to the selection.

In addition, four Internet forums, covering the same time span, were exam-
ined. An Internet forum is a dedicated web application facilitating asynchronous
discussions, usually organized by user-created topics, and threads. All four inves-
tigated forums were monitored by forum administrators, who have the authority
to moderate and delete any thread and post on the forum. The four forums, Pim
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Fortuyn Forum, Indymedia, FOK!forum!, and Marokko Community, were chosen be-
cause they each cover a specific region of the political and cultural landscape.
The Pim Fortuyn Forum is one of the main populist right-wing forums. Indymedia is
an international left-wing network of participatory journalists and activists, which
offers activist news but also functions as a discussion platform. FOK!forum! is part
of FOK!, which was originally focused on youngsters, but can now be considered
as a general forum for everyone. Finally, the Marokko Community, which is part of
the community site Marokko.nl, is the largest discussion platform for young Dutch
Moroccans. The parent company, Marokko Media, maintains on its website that
Marokko.nl has 45,000 unique visitors per day, which together post 50,000 mes-
sages a day. It has been claimed that Marokko Community was frequented by Mo-
hammed B. in the months before the assassination (Benschop 2005). In the days
after the assassination, an unusual number of autochthon Dutch members were
active on this forum.

To assess how the relationship between the forums, blogs, and the traditional
mass media can be interpreted, research was also done on the reporting of five
major Dutch newspapers: De Telegraaf, Trouw, de Volkskrant, NRC Handelsblad, and
Het Parool. These newspapers cover the entire spectrum of the mass press in terms
of elitist versus populist, and right wing versus left wing. A selection of articles
was made using a LexisNexis search for ‘Theo van Gogh’ for the first three days
after the assassination. This search generated a total of 251 articles.

Although this is by no means an exhaustive study of the mediated public dis-
cussions following the assassination, it is sufficient for our meta-theoretical ob-
jectives. It allows us to reflect on the way in which the concepts of public sphere
and multiple public spheres can be used to understand the medium-specific con-
tribution of forums and blogs to public debate. The first two sections of this
chapter evaluate the notion of the public sphere, while the third part examines
the concept of multiple public spheres.

Public sphere as critical rational debate

Can the notion of the public sphere, as originally conceptualized by Habermas, be
used to understand the specific contribution of Internet forums and blogs to pub-
lic communication? Let us start with the forums. In principle, forums seem to be
particularly equipped to facilitate inclusive, critical rational public debate, which,
according to Habermas, forms the basis of a real public sphere (Habermas 1989).
Forums enable everyone with an Internet connection to initiate and participate in
public debate on a national or even international level. Moreover, as most forums
allow the participants to make contributions under a nickname, they obscure
many of the social markers which in offline discussions may unjustly benefit or
discredit the opinions of speakers.
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Yet, if we examine the forum discussions in the aftermath of the assassination,
most of them appear to be neither inclusive nor critical rational. The messages on
FOK!forum! discussed in the introduction section are in this sense typical. The ma-
jority of the posts simply expressed anger or sadness without much further reflec-
tion. Politicians as well as other participants in the online debates were frequently
called ‘idiots’, ‘suckers’, and ‘hypocrites’, while Muslims, or more specifically
Muslim fundamentalists, were labeled ‘fascists’, ‘losers’, ‘murderers’, and ‘crim-
inals’. It is important to note that most forum threads were dominated by small
groups of five to ten participants.

These observations are largely confirmed by various empirical studies on forum
discussions, which consistently find that only a small proportion of forum partici-
pants engage in public debate. It has been argued that most people use forums
for entertainment or personal expression, rather than debate. Furthermore, re-
search points out that when public discussion does evolve, it is far from rational
and should rather be characterized as emotional and irreverent (Barber 1998; Da-
vis 1999; Delli Carpini and Keeter 2003; Hurwitz 2004; Margolis and Resnick
2000).

Particularly problematic from a Habermasian public-sphere perspective is that
the public on the forums investigated here can be characterized as rather homo-
geneous regarding ideology. The discussions on the FOK!forum!, and especially on
the Pim Fortuyn Forum, were predominantly marked by the opinion that the assas-
sination demonstrated that the multicultural politics of the government had
failed, and that radical Muslims entail a grave danger to Dutch society. Most con-
tributors on Indymedia, by contrast, asserted that the assassination was a symbol
of the polarisation of societal relations to which Van Gogh had contributed heav-
ily. Finally, on the Marokko Community relatively many participants argued that the
assassination was the work of an individual madman and had little to do with
religion. Hence, the respective forums were far from inclusive. This becomes par-
ticularly evident when considering the reporting in the five national newspapers,
which each provided a platform for a larger variety of opinions than could be
heard on any of the forums.

Taken together, the forum discussions clearly fall short of the criteria of the
public sphere, as originally conceptualized by Habermas. There were, however, a
few signs which showed that some of the forums were more favourable to critical
rational public debate than others. In particular, Indymedia turned out to be a plat-
form for more critical rational arguments. One of the participants on this forum,
for example, extensively analyzed the role of the media in the aftermath of the
assassination, which, according to her, should have been more critical of the role
played by Van Gogh in the negative publicity on Islam and Dutch Moroccans in
the previous years.2 Although these kinds of arguments subsequently evoked sev-
eral emotional and aggressive reactions, even on Indymedia, they do indicate that
at least some forums incidentally meet the norm of critical rationality.
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Also noteworthy were the discussions on Marokko Community, which were more
inclusive than the ones on the other fora, as both critics and supporters of the
multicultural society expressed their opinions here. For example, in a typical dis-
cussion on Marokko Community, one member with the nickname aliyaah claimed:
‘When Theo van Gogh started to criticize the Jews, all doors were closed to him???
He was not allowed to practice anti-Semitism? And now that Muslims are put in
the wrong by him, now there is … freedom of speech??’ Quickly someone else
with the handle Peej responded by arguing: ‘Theo has criticized and ridiculed all
religions (especially their orthodox parts). This happens to be allowed in the
Netherlands, where the constitution and the penal code count as the legal frame-
work, and not a few old religious books.’3

Even though the discussions on Indymedia and Marokko Community still do not
meet the ideal of inclusive, critical rational debate, they do suggest that Internet
forums can, under specific conditions, facilitate this ideal. The discussions on
Marokko Community were more inclusive precisely because the enraged critics of
the multicultural society sought the confrontation with Dutch Muslims, whom
they held responsible for the assassination. The critical rational character of
some of the posts on Indymedia is no coincidence either, as this forum has a rather
strict editorial policy. The administrators of this forum remove ‘racist, fascist,
sexist, and homophobe posts’ as well as ‘conspiracy theory nonsense, provoca-
tions, and other disinformation’.4

The observation that Internet forums can, under particular conditions, approx-
imate the public sphere ideal has also been made by Lincoln Dahlberg in his
examination of E-Democracy.org. E-Democracy is a volunteer-based project, which
tries to make ‘use of the Internet to improve citizen participation and real world
governance through online discussions and information and knowledge ex-
change’.5 Since its conception in Minnesota in 1994, several local discussion for-
ums have been created in the US, UK, and New Zealand. To accomplish fruitful
public political debate and a genuine exchange of information and knowledge,
the E-Democracy project has employed a combination of rules and guidelines, as
well as ‘forum management to structure deliberations towards the ends in-
tended’. These efforts seem to have paid off as this project, according to Dahl-
berg, in many ways approximates the public sphere conception: it has ‘stimulated
reflexivity, fostered respectful listening and participant commitment to the on-
going dialogue, achieved open and honest exchange, and provided equal oppor-
tunity for all voices to be heard’ (Dahlberg 2001).

Despite such examples, the overall majority of the discussions investigated
here, even on Indymedia and Marokko Community, did not come near these norma-
tive ideals of the public sphere. Consequently, we must conclude that in general
the deliberations on Internet forums cannot be considered a digital extension of
the Habermasian public sphere.
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Blogosphere as public sphere

What about the blogs? In contrast to the forums, blogs are first and foremost a
platform for individual authors. While many blogs offer their readers the oppor-
tunity to comment on a blog post, they do not allow them to start main blog posts
on their own. Consequently, blog discussions are usually dominated by the point
of view of the blogger, supported by most of the commentators. As Geert Lovink
has made clear, the homogeneous character of blog discussions is the result of
the implicit rules of conduct to which bloggers adhere. He argues: ‘Adversaries
will not post on each other’s blogs. At best, they quote and link’ (Lovink 2008,
21). In this sense, blogs seem to be even less of an egalitarian platform of public
debate than web forums, which would lead us to the conclusion that they are even
less well equipped to facilitate the public sphere.

However, this assessment should be reconsidered when we look at blogs as a
collective of cross-linked blog entries. As various new media theorists maintain,
together blogs can generate a lively public debate by commenting on, and linking
to, newspaper articles and other blogs. On the basis of this claim, these theorists
subsequently contend that blogs constitute a blogosphere, which serves an im-
portant function in public debate by being able to hold the traditional mass media
accountable for its mistakes and inaccuracies (Gillmor 2004, 237; Lovink 2008, 7;
Tremayne 2007, 263-265). Henry Jenkins even maintains that ‘bloggers will be
jousting with mainstream journalists story by story, sometimes getting it right,
sometimes getting it wrong, but always forcing a segment of the public to ques-
tion dominant representations’ (Jenkins 2006, 216-217).

Yet, if we examine the blogs in the hours and days after the Van Gogh assassi-
nation, a somewhat different picture emerges. First, it must be noted that the
number of blogs commenting on the assassination is relatively small. Even if we
take into account that part of the blogs have disappeared since or could not be
retrieved through Google Blog Search, 51 blogs is not that many, set against the
estimated 30 million blogs which existed worldwide by the end of 2004. More-
over, there seems to have been little debate between blogs; none of the examined
blogs actually discussed claims made by other blogs, even though some provided
links in the so-called blog roll. Neither did the blogs comment much on the mass
media reporting. A few blogs did provide links to newspaper articles but gave no
further comments.

The only exception in this regard was GeenStijl, which strongly criticized various
prominent columnists and newspapers for cooperating with the political estab-
lishment. Particularly remarkable was that this right-wing shocklog, usually criti-
cal of any multiculturalism, took the producers of two television programs to task
for the way they had selected young Dutch Moroccans to appear on their respec-
tive programs. The blog accused the producers of adopting a stereotypical ap-
proach and of being only interested in radical Moroccans, who concurred with

244 digital material



the assassination.6 However, GeenStijl, which has been partly owned by the right-
wing newspaper De Telegraaf since 2006, is not a regular blog. It is effectively a
mass medium in its own right, run by a professional staff of at least a dozen
editors. The rest of the examined blogs did not criticize other media, but simply
gave personal expressions of anger, frustration, and despair. In form and content,
these blog posts were not very different from what could be found on the forums.
They certainly did not collectively function as a critical check on the mass media
reporting.

The discrepancy between the observations in the literature and our analysis
seems for a large part due to a difference in focus. New media theorists have
primarily examined a small number of American high-traffic blogs, which are
devoted to political issues and frequently challenge mainstream media (Lovink
2008, 260). Time and again the same examples are discussed in which bloggers
have succeeded in correcting a national newspaper or a high profile television
show. The vast majority of personal blogs is excluded in this type of research,
since only a few blogs actively monitor other media.

In sum, theoretically, forums as well as blogs can, in different ways, contribute
to the public sphere, as originally conceptualized by Habermas. In principle, for-
ums are highly egalitarian platforms for diverse opinions, since they are open for
everyone to participate in a public discussion or start a new one. While blogs are
in theory more homogeneous, they may also function as a collective linking and
monitoring platform, enacting critical checks on the reporting of mass media and
other blogs. Yet, in practice, neither the blogs nor the forums seem to fulfil their
public sphere potential. There are certainly examples of blogs and forums which
come near the public sphere ideal, but the overall majority does not.

Of course, we could abandon the Habermasian normative criteria of inclusive-
ness and rationality and adopt a more lenient definition of the public sphere.
Recent examples of such an approach can be found in Brian McNair’s Cultural
chaos (2006, 136-143), and Yochai Benkler’s The wealth of networks (2006, 11, 177-
178). Although this strategy allows them to arrive at a more optimistic assessment
of the influence of online communication on public debate, the concept of the
public sphere also loses its critical and normative force as a consequence; it prac-
tically becomes a synonym for any form of public communication.

We may conclude that the concept of the public sphere, both as a normative
and a descriptive concept, does not really help us to assess the contribution of
forums and blogs to public debate. If we hold on to a strict normative definition
of the public sphere based on the criteria of inclusiveness and rationality, we
inevitably have to dismiss the mass of blogs and forums for failing to live up to
this ideal. But if we choose to abandon these criteria, and opt to employ the pub-
lic sphere primarily as a descriptive concept, we can no longer use it to evaluate
online communication in terms of its contribution to democracy and diversity.
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Multiple public spheres

Is the concept of a multiplicity of alternative public spheres more helpful? On the
basis of this notion, it has been argued that the Internet is particularly important
as an instrument for the emancipation of subordinated social groups. The Inter-
net permits, according to John Downey and Natalie Fenton, ‘radical groups from
both Left and Right to construct inexpensive virtual counter-public spheres’
(Downey and Fenton 2003, 198). This argument has especially been based on the
use of networked ICT by social activists. Research shows that the Internet facil-
itates the internal communication of social movements, as well as the organiza-
tion of protest campaigns (Arquilla and Ronfeld 2001; Bennett 2004, 130-131;
Castells 2004, 83, 154-158; Van de Donk et al. 2004, 4-6; Keck and Sikking 1999,
96). The question is whether a similar claim can be made concerning the forum
and blog discussions in the aftermath of the assassination, which primarily in-
volved individuals who were not part of a social movement.

At first sight, blogs especially seem fit as platforms for the development of a
multiplicity of alternative public spheres. As we have noticed in the previous sec-
tion, blog discussions are often characterized by participants who strongly concur
with the blog owner’s opinions. In this sense, blogs can be interpreted as alter-
native platforms on which specific groups debate public issues in their own circle.
However, precisely the hierarchical character of blog discussions is problematic
from an alternative public spheres perspective. As we have already noticed, it
seems to make blogs primarily a platform for individual expression, rather than
for the development of a collective point of view. This obviously undermines the
potential of blogs as instruments for the emancipation of subordinated social
groups. In addition, it must be noted that most blogs, except for GeenStijl, only
had a few commentators. Thus, in a quantitative and qualitative sense, it is ques-
tionable whether blogs can facilitate the development of multiple public spheres.

As it turns out, the forums correspond better with the notion of multiple alter-
native public spheres. In contrast to the blogs, the forums, with their egalitarian
architecture and thousands of visitors daily, can potentially serve as platforms for
the expression of group interests and opinions. As already became clear in the
previous section, the forums did indeed seem to function as such, since they pri-
marily drew participants who interpreted the assassination likewise. Finally, im-
portant to note is that most forum discussions were characterized by emotional
and heated discourse. While this type of discourse is problematic from the origi-
nal Habermasian perspective, scholars working from the perspective of multiple
public spheres have pointed out that such discourse can fulfil an important eman-
cipatory role. It allows for the participation of groups who do not master the
critical rational discourse used by politicians, intellectuals, and journalists who
dominate mass media discussions (Dahlgren 2001, 39; Fraser 1992, 120-122; Pa-
pacharissi 2004, 266).
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In the investigated forum discussions, emotional and heated discourse was
specifically important because it allowed a variety of groups to articulate their
specific identities and discuss the social tensions resulting from the assassination
in their own terms. Particularly Marokko Community provided fertile ground for
such discussions. For example, a day after the assassination, one member with
the handle ffeiza claimed that ‘Now, you really hear what the Dutch think about
the Moroccans. Today at work we had a vicious discussion: All Moroccans should
piss off. Your religion is nonsense. This is what my boss told me.’ Quickly, how-
ever, another member pointed out that ffeiza made the same mistake as people
who blamed the entire Moroccan community for the murder of Van Gogh: ‘if a
few “Dutch people” say something, it is not immediately representative for the
whole country.’ Someone else added: ‘I don’t know whether these statements are
representative of how the Dutch think about the Moroccans. I rather think that
these are just emotions that are released after such an event.’ Yet, another argued:
‘This is not that bad. At least he is still discussing with you. It is always better
than 7 bullets and a knife in your body.’ To which ffeiza, in turn, responded, ‘I’m
not talking about what is better: bullets or discussing. I’m purely talking about
the fact that a person can smile at you for two years and then, after something
happens, say these kinds of things’.7

While these kinds of exchanges correspond with the notion of alternative pub-
lic spheres, this is certainly not to say that all of the statements on the forums
constituted a positive contribution to public debate. While some of the discus-
sions, such as the above example from Marokko Community, challenged cultural
stereotypes, a large part of the investigated forum exchanges consisted of hateful
messages. Particularly on the Pim Fortuyn Forum, many xenophobic statements
could be read.8 One message on this forum, for example, claimed: ‘Islam is the
plague for a free society; consequently, Islam does not belong here. This madness
is a disease, which must be totally eradicated.’9 Although less frequently, and
somewhat less extreme, intolerant messages could also be found on the FOK!for-
um! and Marokko Community. The only exception was Indymedia, which has an ex-
plicit editorial policy against ‘racist’ and ‘fascist’ texts.

Similar observations have been made by Albert Benschop in his research on the
online communication leading up to the assassination of Van Gogh. Benschop,
who largely focused on forums, concluded: ‘We have seen how radicalised Isla-
mic youngsters used the Internet to hatch their networks of hatred and dissemi-
nate their hostile message. This gave rise to a climate for violent jihad, in which
the murderer of Theo van Gogh could be recruited.’ On the opposite end of the
political spectrum, Benschop observed the online activities of ‘right-wing extre-
mist, neo-nationalist and neo-nazi groupings’: ‘With their xenophobic, islamo-
phobic and racist statements they created a climate of hatred of foreigners, long
before the murder of Van Gogh’ (Benschop 2005). These concerns resonate with
Cass Sunstein’s argument that ‘the Internet creates a large risk of group polariza-
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tion, simply because it makes it so easy for like-minded people to speak with one
another – and ultimately to move toward extreme and sometimes even violent
positions’ (Sunstein 2001, 199).

The concern over extremism hints at another analytical problem, which chal-
lenges the concept of multiple public spheres as a tool to understand the contri-
bution of Internet forums to public debate. The concept is based on the assump-
tion that the various social groups first develop their opinions, interests,
identities, and organizational links within their own circle, and subsequently in-
fluence the larger public debate as played out in the mass media. Yet, if we exam-
ine the debate on the assassination, it becomes clear that none of the forums had
much of a direct impact on the debate in the mass media. Although some of the
newspapers did give short impressions of the more radical statements on forums
such as Marokko Community and the Pim Fortuyn Forum, they did not discuss these
statements any further. 10

Moreover, none of the forum discussions produced any agreement between the
participants about a shared interest or a particular course of actions which should
be followed. This was certainly not due to a lack of initiative. Various contributors
to the Pim Fortuyn Forum and Indymedia, which on other occasions served as a plat-
form for organizing protests, made appeals for cooperation. For example, some
of the participants on the Pim Fortuyn Forum called upon fellow members to join a
protest of several right-wing organizations against the murder. This protest was
supposed to serve as an alternative to the official manifestation organized by the
Amsterdam municipality, which had drawn over 20,000 people. Even though a
few of the forum members showed some interest, the majority did not even both-
er to respond. The following day, de Volkskrant reported that the alternative protest
had not been a success as the police had far outnumbered the protesters.11 Other
calls for joint action did not produce any major results either.

Conclusion

This article has shown that the concepts of the public sphere and alternative pub-
lic spheres, frequently used to understand the influence of the Internet on public
debate, only have limited value when we examine particular forms of online com-
munication in the context of actual societal conflict. More specifically, the investi-
gation demonstrated that these concepts could only capture part of the different
roles played by forums and blogs in the debate following the assassination of
Theo van Gogh.

Some of the forum discussions certainly approached the public-sphere ideals of
inclusiveness and critical rationality, whereas GeenStijl appeared to fulfil the prom-
ise that blogs enhance the rationality of public debate by providing a critical check
on the reporting of the mass media. However, the majority of the forum and blog
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discussions did not in any way match the normative criteria of the Habermasian
public sphere.

More or less similar conclusions can be drawn concerning the notion of multi-
ple public spheres. At first sight, blogs seem to correspond with this concept, but
on closer inspection it becomes highly questionable whether they facilitate the
expression of group interests and opinions. Forums were even more ambiguous.
Clearly, they provided a platform for the articulation of specific cultural identities.
Yet, at the same time, forums facilitated the dissemination of hateful messages.
Moreover, it became clear that they largely function in isolation from the discus-
sion in the mass media, which does not conform to the idea that alternative pub-
lic spheres enable subordinated groups to participate in the general public de-
bate.

As most of the forum and blog discussions fall short of the criteria of either the
public sphere or of multiple alternative public spheres, holding on to these con-
cepts effectively leads us to dismiss and ignore the vast majority of online com-
munication. Yet, as the concerns of Benschop and Sunstein about online extre-
mism already indicate, the more or less isolated discussions and statements on
the forums and blogs do seem to have a significant social and political impact,
albeit much less direct and more diffuse than has so far been theorized. The
challenge is to find out how this diffused influence exactly works. To meet this
challenge and develop new conceptual tools, we need to do further research on
the different forms of online communication in the context of social conflict.

A number of questions ought to be addressed. Firstly, our examination showed
that many forum discussions revolved around cultural identity struggles. Can this
also be observed in other cases? And under which circumstances can this facil-
itate the transcending of social stereotypes? According to Mark Poster, electronic
communication in general, and online communication specifically, displaces the
modern ‘rational, autonomous individual’ with ‘one that is multiplied, dissemi-
nated and decentered, continuously interpellated as an unstable identity’ (Poster
1995, 57). This suggests that online communication does not fixate identities but
constantly transforms them. Is this also true for forum and blog discussions in
situations of social crisis? And is there a difference between forums and blogs
regarding identity interpellation?

Secondly, what is especially missing so far is information about the offline ac-
tivities of the debate participants. To what extent do contributors maintain offline
connections? Contrary to Benschop’s analysis of the terrorist network in which
Mohammed B. had been active, our investigation showed few indications that
people developed offline relationships. Does this imply that most online ex-
changes are rather isolated from the traditional forms of social and political asso-
ciation, such as clubs, social movements and political parties? And, if this is in-
deed the case, how does this affect the public debate?
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Notes

1. ‘Theo v. Gogh doodgeschoten’, FOK!forum!, 2-11-2004, http://forum.fok.nl/topic/
622123/2/25; ‘Theo van Gogh vermoord (deel 14)’, FOK!forum! 2-11-2004, http://forum.
fok.nl/topic/622354.

2. ‘Commentaar op moord Van Gogh’, Indymedia, 3-11-2004, http://indymedia.nl/nl/2004/
11/22761.shtml.

3. ‘Vertel mij eens….’, Marokko Community, 3-11-2004, http://forums.marokko.nl/archive/
index.php/t-403666.html.

4. ‘Spelregels van Indymedia NL’, Indymedia, http://indymedia.nl/nl/static/help.policy.
shtml.

5. ‘About’, e-democracy, 3-4-2004, http://www.e-democracy.org/about.html.
6. ‘Bedankt Van Jole cs.’, GeenStijl, 2-11-2004, http://www.geenstijl.nl/mt/archieven/

002829.html; ‘Omroepen op zoek naar kutmarokkanen’, GeenStijl, 2-11-2004, http://
www.geenstijl.nl/mt/archieven/002832.html.

7. ‘Frustaties tussen Marokkanen en Nederlanders’, Marokko Community, 3-11-2004, http://
forums.marokko.nl/archive/index.php/t-404038.html.

8. The Pim Fortuyn Forum was created in the honour of the openly gay, populist right-wing
Dutch politician Pim Fortuyn, who was murdered in 2002 by an animal rights activist.
Fortuyn was highly critical of Islam, which he called a ‘backward culture’.

9. ‘Theo van Gogh vermoord’, Pim Fortuyn Forum, 3-11-2004, http://www.pim-fortuyn.nl/
pfforum/topic.asp?ARCHIVE=true&TOPIC_ID=30391&whichpage=3.

10. ‘Uitingen van woede op websites’, NRC Handelsblad, 2-11-2004; ‘Ook op internet zorgen
na moord op Van Gogh’, Het Parool, 3-11-2004; ‘Uitingen van woede heersen op web-
sites’, Trouw, 3-11-2004; ‘Wanhoop en woede op webforum’, NRC Handelsblad, 3-11-
2004; ‘Condoleance.nl stroomt vol met racisme’, de Volkskrant, 3-11-2004.

11. John Schoorl, ‘Voor de kaalkoppen is de maat al heel lang vol’, de Volkskrant, 4-11-2004.

References

Arquilla, John, and David Ronfeldt, eds. 2001. Networks and netwars. Santa Monica: RAND.
Barber, Benjamin. 1998. The new telecommunications technology: Endless frontier or the

end of democracy? In A passion for democracy: American essays, ed. Benjamin Barber, 258-
280. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Benkler, Yochai. 2006. The wealth of networks: How social production transforms markets and free-
dom. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Bennett, Lance. 2004. Communicating global activism. In Cyberprotest, eds. Wim van de
Donk, et. al, 123-146. London: Routledge.

Benschop, Albert. 2005. Chronicle of a political murder foretold. SocioSite. http://www.so-
ciosite.org/jihad_nl_en.php.

Boomgaarden, Hajo, and Claes de Vreese. 2007. Dramatic real-world events and public
opinion dynamics: Media coverage and its impact on public reactions to an assassina-
tion. International Journal of Public Opinion Research 19 (3): 354-366.

Castells, Manuel. 2004. The power of identity. Malden: Blackwell Publishing.
Dahlberg, Lincoln. 2001. Extending the public sphere through cyberspace: The case of

Minnesota E-Democracy. First Monday 6 (3). http://www.firstmonday.org/issues/is-
sue6_3/dahlberg/.

250 digital material



Dahlberg, Lincoln. 2005. The Habermasian public sphere: Taking difference seriously?
Theory and Society 34: 111-136.

Dahlgren, Peter. 2001. The public sphere and the Net. In Mediated politics, eds. Lance Ben-
nett, and R.M. Entman, 33-55. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Davis, Richard. 1999. The web of politics: The internet’s impact on the American political system.
New York: Oxford University Press.

Delli Carpini, Michael, and Scott Keeter. 2003. The Internet and an informed citizenry. In
The civic web: Online politics and democratic values, eds. David Anderson, and Michael Corn-
field, 129-153. New York: Rowman & Litttlefield Publishers.

Donk, Wim van de, et.al., eds. 2004. Cyberprotest. London: Routledge.
Downey, John, and Natalie Fenton. 2003 New media, counter publicity and the public

sphere. New Media & Society 5 (2): 185-202.
Fraser, Nancy. 1992. Rethinking the public sphere. In Habermas and the public sphere, ed.

Craig Calhoun, 109-142. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Gillmor, Dan. 2004. We the media: Grassroots journalism by the people, for the people. Cambridge:

O’Reilly.
Habermas, Jürgen. 1989 [1962] The structural transformation of the public sphere: An inquiry into a

category of bourgeois society. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Hacker, Kenneth, and Jan van Dijk. 2000. What is digital democracy? In Digital democracy:

Issues of theory and practice, eds. Kenneth Hacker and Jan van Dijk, 1-9. Thousand Oaks:
Sage.

Hajer, Maarten, and Justus Uitermark. 2008. Performing authority: Discursive politics after
the assassination of Theo van Gogh. Public Administration 86 (1): 1-15.

Hurwitz, Roger. 2004. The ironies of democracy in cyberspace. In Democracy and new media,
eds. Henry Jenkins, and David Thorburn, 101-112. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Jenkins, Henry. 2006. Convergence culture: Where old and new media collide. New York: New York
University Press.

Keck, Margaret E., and Kathryn Sikkink. 1999. Transnational advocacy networks in inter-
national and regional politics. International Social Science Journal 51 (159): 89-101.

Knapp, James A. 1997. Essayistic messages: Internet newsgroups as an electronic public
sphere. In Internet culture, ed. David Porter, 181-200. New York: Routledge.

Lovink, Geert. 2008. Zero comments: Blogging and critical Internet culture. London: Routledge.
Margolis, Michael, and David Resnick. 2000. Politics as usual: The cyberspace ‘revolution’. Lon-

don: Thousand Oaks.
McNair, Brian. 2006. Cultural chaos: Journalism, news, and power in a globalised world. London:

Routledge.
Papacharissi, Zizi. 2004. Democracy online: Civility, politeness, and the democratic poten-

tial of online political discussion groups. New Media & Society 6 (2): 259-283.
Pantti, Mervi, and Liesbet van Zoonen. 2006. Do crying citizens make good citizens? Social

Semiotics 16 (2): 205-224.
Poster, Mark. 1995. The second media age. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Rheingold, Howard. 1993. The virtual community: Homesteading on the electronic frontier. Read-

ing: Addison-Wesley.
Tremayne, Mark, ed. 2007. Blogging, citizenship, and the future of media. London: Routledge.

conceptualizing forums and blogs as public sphere 251





Interfacing by material metaphors

How your mailbox may fool you

Marianne van den Boomen

Operating a computer is quite easy nowadays. We all click our way through our
desktops; we send mail; we save documents in folders. We barely realize how these
actions are framed by metaphors. Our first association with ‘cleaning a desktop’
has probably more to do with deleting unused icons and files on our PC than with
polishing our material desk. We have no problem with the dominant office meta-
phors, even when they blend with metaphors from other settings, such as home,
menu, or window.

Operating these metaphors usually goes smoothly. But, as we all know, some-
times things go wrong. Sometimes our actions do not yield the expected results,
and our computer suddenly becomes a black box. In this chapter I aim to trace
what happens when we operate our PC, and how metaphors enable or disable our
access to the machine. I will take a look at the user interface and show how it may
fool us with its icons, begging the question: what exactly are icons? Are they
signs, are they tools? With a little help from Peirce, Heidegger and Hayles, I will
end with a plea for the development of a theory of material metaphor.

A computer is no coffee machine

An ordinary PC is in fact an extraordinary apparatus. It is not only a physical
machine, able to perform labor, i.e. to transform energy and raw material into a
product or an event; it is also a symbol-processing machine (Hayles 2002; 2005).
As a symbol-processing device, it translates its internal physical states into ma-
chine code as well as human code – code readable by humans. The latter is usual-
ly represented on the screen by the graphical user interface (GUI) with its icons,
menus, and windows. Here, the PC articulates itself as a set of tools for the pro-
duction, reproduction and modification of data products (texts, images, sound-
tracks). At the same time the PC is also a toolmaking machine, able to create new
tools (programs, scripts, plug ins) which can be fed back into the very same ma-
chine. This makes the PC a much more complex device than just a set of tools.
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At first sight, tools and products are clearly differentiated on the user interface.
Products exist as mutable data objects (files); and tools exist as executable sets of
commands (programs), or as interfacial signs (icons, buttons, menus). However,
at a deeper level these tools and products are intricately nested into each other.
Executable programs also consist of sets of files; interfacial signs are representa-
tions of executable commands, and thus they are, in the last instance, also files.
This complex machine of nested files becomes even more complex when hooked
up in a network with other computers, thereby also enabling transference of tools
and products to other machines in the network.

Yet, users stick cognitively to the assumed clear division between tools and
products. After all, means and ends, tools and products, are ontologically quite
different, as is the case with a coffee machine: there is a clear difference between
the button for cappuccino and the cappuccino itself. We never mistake the button
for the coffee. But a computer is no coffee machine. And it is actually quite com-
mon in computer praxis to mistake the button for the product itself. This is due to
the fact that we cannot have the product without the tool. We cannot read a text
document without a word-processor program; we have no access to our mail
without a mail program.

In order to work with this compound, and differentiate whenever necessary,
the usage of the keyboard and the mouse is decisive; these hands-on devices are
indispensable parts of the user interface. However, the visual screen with its me-
taphorized tools and products seems to attract all the attention. The screen seems
to integrate, supersede and cannibalize all other parts of the user interface. This
engulfing mechanism is not limited to computer usage as such; the screen pops
up as a dominant metaphor for digital media in general, in ordinary speech as
well as in new media studies (Turkle 1995; Johnson 1997; Bolter and Grusin
2000).1 This may be explained by the ability of the GUI to translate and articulate
all other components into visual representations, thus rendering irrelevant what
remains invisible, and rendering unthinkable what remains unmetaphorized.

The visual tools on our screen thus seem to work as metaphorical stand-ins for
complex machine processes. After the metaphorical translation of machine code
into human code, there seems to be no way back. Metaphorical sign-tools acquire
a life of their own, cannibalizing everything else that might be there. By showing
they hide, by translating they substitute.

This mechanism is especially at work in computer icons. These small pictures
are shortcuts to specific software commands in order to yield some result through
the combination of human and machine actions. However, machine actions are
rendered invisible wherever possible. Icons cloak their reference to software in-
structions and machine acts; instead, they pretend to refer to particular ‘places’
on a computer (My Documents, My Network, mailbox, folder) or to particular
‘things’ (file, program). Sometimes it is not even clear whether an icon refers to a
place, a file, or a program. Take for instance your mail icon. What does it stand
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for? ‘Well, my e-mail of course.’ But what exactly is implied in the conceptual
shortcut ‘my e-mail’; does it refer to a specific program running? Or to a place on
your computer, the mailbox, where your mail resides? Or to a set of files, sent to
you as e-mail messages? Or perhaps to all of these in one?

Usually, when your mail just works as expected, these questions are irrelevant –
who cares? But sometimes these questions pop up, as in the following story. It
shows how different references may converge or diverge, leading to a lot of user
bewilderment.

Somewhere around 1997 a friend of mine had problems with her brand new
broad-band connection. She asked me to have a look at her computer. When she
clicked on the mail icon an empty inbox showed up.

‘See, no mail. And I’m sure I have mail; I forwarded some from my office. That
man who did the installation yesterday said everything was working – just click
and go, ma’am. But where is my mail?’

‘Okay,’ I said, ‘First, are you sure you are online?’
She pointed vaguely at the wires, still hanging chaotically all over the place,

swirling to her desk. I hoped they were okay, but I did not mean the cables. There
was a connection icon on her desktop, displaying a telephone device.2 Fortu-
nately, its settings turned out to be correctly configured; a double-click estab-
lished the connection with her Internet provider. And after clicking the ‘get mail’
button in her mail program her mail streamed into her inbox.

‘That’s it,’ I said. ‘You first have to connect, with that icon.’
My friend was puzzled. ‘That telephone icon? I used that to dial up with my

modem, but now I have a permanent connection, just like I have at work. There I
always see my mail immediately, without having to click on anything. I don’t even
have such a telephone icon there.’

I explained that apparently her computer at work was configured that way.
‘That telephone icon stands for any kind of connection, be it by phone line or
cable. But you can bypass it. It is possible to connect automatically to your provi-
der as soon as you start up your computer. And also to fetch your mail as soon as
you start your mail program. We can arrange that, if you like.’

And so we did.

That was all. A clear, comprehensible problem; just a small conceptual error. Yet,
the story is illustrative of how human-computer interaction works, how it often
fails to work, and how this relates to conceptual reifications, material configura-
tions, and hidden steps in between.

Basically, my friend took the metaphorized icons literally. She took the mailbox
icon for the mail itself, and the telephone icon for using the phone itself. For her,
the mailbox icon was not referring to a process, a string of commands set in
action in order to obtain a computed result; rather, it functioned as a key to a
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specific place, her inbox, where she expected her mail to be, immediately. The
icon was not read as a reference, but as the immediate referent itself. The icon
had superseded and cannibalized all references, transferences and network labor
involved. A shortcut indeed.

It is important to note this is not unique to my friend’s computer use. It is a
general feature of iconicity. Computer icons function by iconic condensation: a
condensation of reference, referent, and meaning into one visual metaphorical
sign, thereby substituting all involved complexities with a stable icon. Hence, the
inclination to take the icon for a specific state (result, place, or thing) instead of a
referential button able to invoke a performative process is very strong. In fact, this
is part and parcel of the very function of icons: shortcutting and condensing the
signifying and executing processes. Icons can only carry out their signifying and
executing job by concealing the involved complexities, substituting them with
stable entities.

Hence, the mail icon hides the nested processes it refers to: executing the mail
program, including its configurations for a particular Internet connection, a par-
ticular mail account, and particular incoming and outgoing mail servers located
at an Internet service provider. Instead, the icon represents a specific result (re-
ceived mail) located at a specific place (the mailbox), as an ontologized entity.
The same holds for the telephone icon: it conceals that it is referring to the execu-
tion of a connection program, including its configurations and settings. Instead,
it represents the contiguous telephone device.

This concealment of software and hardware processes cannot be seen as coin-
cidental ‘non-representing’; it is a necessary and deliberate act against representa-
tion. I propose to call this act of deliberate concealing depresentation. We could
then say that computer icons do their work by representing an ontologized stable
state, while depresenting the procedural complexity. This is the task we have de-
legated to icons. And this is why we are seduced, indeed compelled, to take icons
literally – that is, to ontologize them, to condense and collapse them into their
own inextricable iconic ontology, their icontology.

Signs, iconicity and indexicality

This begs the question: what kind of signs are computer icons? Peirce’s semiotics
(Peirce 1873) seems typically apt to solve the riddle of the icon, not only because it
unfolds an explicit vocabulary on iconicity, but also because Peirce’s notion of in-
dexicality enables a non-essentialist analysis of the relation between signs and the
world outside language and signs.3

Peirce’s concept of indexicality does not pertain to just any reference a sign can
make to an external object. Peirce distinguishes three basic relations a sign can
have to the object it refers to: iconic, indexical and symbolic. The icon refers to its
object by resemblance, similarity or analogy, for example the portrait of a person, a

256 digital material



traffic sign with a picture of a hollow in the road, or the map of a country. The
index refers to its object by an existential, physical or causal connection, for example
smoke indicating fire, a fingerprint identifying a person, a sundial indicating
time. The symbol refers to its object arbitrarily, that is, by habit, convention or law,
for example the flag of a country, the logo of a company, or the alphabet for
phonemes.

These categories are not mutually exclusive; in a symbol there may be some-
thing indexical and something iconic. For example, a traffic sign is always a sym-
bol, as it is taken up in a system of laws and conventions regarding the use of
forms and colors for these signs. However, a particular traffic sign may be indexi-
cally referring to a nearby hollow in the road, and it may do so by an iconic image
resembling a hollow. Peirce’s classification also accounts for the fact that signs
circulate and may change by use. Icons may become symbols, for instance when
the iconic picture of Che Guevara is printed on a T-shirt, signifying not so much
the person Guevara but radical left sympathies. Likewise, symbols may be reiter-
ated as an index; a yellow letter M is a symbol referring to the brandname McDo-
nald’s, but as a sign on a pole it is indexical for the nearby hamburger outlet.

Peirce’s dynamic triad may be able to account for the interaction between state,
process and system at work in computing semiosis, especially when it comes to
computer icons. At first sight, computer icons seem not to be Peircian icons at all,
but rather Peircian symbols. After all, they are all arbitrary; what a specific icon
stands for we have to learn by collateral experience. But at second sight, computer
icons rather seem to be Peircian indices: they all refer causally and physically to a
set of software instructions to be executed.

Meanwhile, on yet another level icons may articulate other relations since they
can refer to their object in three ways: by resemblance (iconic), by existential rela-
tion (indexical), or by convention (symbolic). On this level the mailbox icon
would be a genuine Peircian icon, since its relation to its displayed object is based
on an analogy between postal mail and e-mail. The telephone icon would be an
indexical sign: its representation is not based on analogy but on an existential
(though outdated) relation with the telephone device. And the icon for Microsoft’s
Internet Explorer, the stylized ‘e’, would then be a Peircian symbol, since the im-
age is arbitrary and conventional.

From one perspective, then, all computer icons can be seen as symbolical or
indexical signs, and from another perspective they may be icons, indices or sym-
bols. The latter concerns how the object is represented by the sign, the former pertains
to the external existence of the object. In Peirce’s terminology, these are different kinds
of objects. He called the first one the immediate object – the object as represented by
the sign – and the second one the dynamical object – the object as it exists in the
world. This dynamical object cannot be expressed by the sign itself, it can only be
indicated, and its connection to the sign has to be learned (Peirce 1909).
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This differentiation between objects enables us to flesh out how computer
icons work. As we have seen, desktop icons refer to an act of executing machine
code. From this perspective, all desktop icons are indexical: they refer to existen-
tial, physical chains of causation, to machine processes to be executed. Their dy-
namical object is thus machinic code. Whatever their immediate object as ex-
pressed in the sign may be (an iconic mailbox, an indexical telephone device, a
symbolical logo), their dynamical object is code.

But as we have seen, computer icons not only refer to machinic code but also to
human code – readable symbols and metaphors. Hence, a computer icon indexi-
cally refers to machine code, and symbolically it refers to human code (e.g. ‘mail’,
‘connection’). In that regard, computer icons can be considered Peircian indices
(referring to the dynamical object of machine code), wrapped in Peircian symbols
(referring to the dynamical object of human code), while they are only contin-
gently iconical (if they use pictorial resemblance for representation).

Yet, in the praxis of signification this gets inverted: computer icons establish
themselves as primarily iconic. While they are rarely genuine Peircian icons, they
all exhibit what I have called ‘icontology’ – reified iconicity. They do so by equat-
ing and substituting the sign with its immediate object of reference, thus negat-
ing the indexical and symbolical references to the dynamical object.

In order to understand the strange double dynamical object of computer icons
– simultaneously machine code and human code – I propose a third kind of ob-
ject: a symbolic future object, a not yet actualized object, an object to become, in
short: a virtual object. This object is not represented in the sign, neither is it the
indexical, actual execution of machine code. It is what might be actualized by the
joint venture of human acts and machine processes. It is not just your mail pro-
gram running, it is that you might have received mail. It is not just your browser
running, it is the web out there where you may find or do something. It is where
machine possibility and human effort come together. It is where signs become
tools for unknown and unprogrammed virtual objects.

Tools ready-to-hand and present-at-hand

This introduces another problem: how can signs become tools? At first sight tools
are fundamentally different from signs. Signs are marks able to qualify, refer to,
or represent other signs and things in the world; tools are things in the world able
to shape and transform other things. But as Heidegger (1927) pointed out, tools
exist Um-zu (in order to); their being-in-the-world always refers to a possible (may
we say ‘virtual’?) work to be done, taken up in a system of other equipment (Zeug)
and labor. Heidegger calls a tool we just use ready-to-hand (‘Zuhanden’); it fits
with the acts of our hands, and the goal in our minds. It aligns seamlessly with
its Um-zu and does not call for further reflection – we do not think about a ham-
mer, we just use it. But when a tool does not function according to its Um-zu, for
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example when it breaks down, it suddenly becomes a strange separate object.
Then it is not ready-to-hand anymore but present-at-hand (‘Vorhanden’): open to
questions about what is the matter with it. We then have to reconsider our en-
gagement with the object, repair it, replace it, or change our goal altogether.

Though computer icons cannot break down like a hammer, they may function
as ready-to-hand or present-at-hand. They are ready-to-hand tools when they
yield the expected result. We then take their icontology for granted and need not
think about them as tools or as signs; we just click and go. But when a click fails,
the icon is no longer ready-to-hand but present-at-hand, raising questions about
whether the equipment chain is broken somewhere, or whether we just misinter-
preted the sign. In Peircian terms: this raises questions about its reference to the
object, which seemed to be unproblematically immediate when ready-to-hand,
but exposes its dynamical and virtual mediations when suddenly becoming pre-
sent-at-hand.4 From this perspective the transformation of the computer icon
from an integrated ready-to-hand sign-tool into a decomposed present-at-hand
object is not a disturbing inconvenience, but an opportunity. An opportunity to
investigate how digital equipment works, how it refers to other equipment and
code, how it conceals its indexical dynamics, how it can fool you, and how you
can counter this. As Winograd and Flores (1985) put it: ‘Breakdowns serve an
extremely important cognitive function, revealing to us the nature of our practices
and equipment, making them present-to-hand to us, perhaps for the first time. In
this sense they function in a positive rather than negative way.’

Conceptual metaphors

My friend, looking for her mail, would probably have found little comfort in Hei-
degger’s ready-to-hand and present-at-hand tools, or Peirce’s immediate and dy-
namical objects. We are all seduced by the immediate object of the sign and tend
to remain trapped in its icontology. We take computer icons as condensed sign-
tools, without being aware of the constitutive parts. While this can partly be ex-
plained by what I have called icontology, this does not explain why, even in a
situation of being stuck with a present-at-hand sign-tool, the sign and the tool
part still tend to stick together. What kind of glue keeps them together? For an
answer to this question, we have to zoom in on the mechanism of metaphorical
substitution encountered earlier.

The shortest definition of metaphor is: something which stands for something
else. While all signs in fact stand for something else, metaphors are special, since
they do so in a double sense. Metaphorical signs condense two references by
transferring and incorporating qualities from one object of reference into an-
other. Hence, metaphors are mechanisms of transference (from one to another)
and condensation (one within another). This transference can be accomplished
by words, but equally so by images (Forceville 2008) and physical objects (Guten-
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plan 2005). By assigning concepts to words, images and material objects, these
ontologically different things are able to blend conceptually.

According to the so-called conceptual theory of metaphor (Lakoff and Johnson
1980; Lakoff 1993), metaphors can be analyzed as sets of conceptual correspon-
dences across semantic domains, with an underlying basic conceptual metaphor
which can be abbreviated as Y IS X, or TARGET DOMAIN IS SOURCE DOMAIN
(Lakoff 1993). Might this be useful to analyze our riddle of the sign-tool icontol-
ogy?

Analyzing the mailbox icon as a metaphor would yield E-MAIL IS POSTAL
MAIL as basic conceptual metaphor, and the cross-domain mapping would look
like Table 1.

SOURCE DOMAIN: postal mail TARGET DOMAIN: e-mail

mailbox

letters, packets

sending and receiving

sorting, disposing

[postal distribution system]

[delivery by postman]

inbox of mail program

messages, attachments

send or get mail button

distribution to folders, deleting

[mail-server network at ISPs]

[consulting a mail server; fetch mail command]

Table 1: Cross-domain mapping for the conceptual metaphor E-MAIL IS POSTAL MAIL

All elements match well, except the last two in the list. These entities are indeed
involved in the conceptual transference, but they are also exactly what is hidden in
the iconic metaphor. They are and are not part of the conceptual mapping; they are
what I have called depresented, while the other correspondences are represented as
such on the interface. Note that this depresentation does not pertain to just un-
used parts of the conceptual domains. Unused parts would be ‘stamps’ in the
source domain and ‘viruses’ in the target domain – these associations are simply
ignored, they have no cross-domain correspondence, and they are not necessary
to establish the metaphor of e-mail. But the aspects ‘postal distribution system’

and ‘delivery by postman’ in the source domain do have a counterpart in the tar-
get domain – they are indispensable for a successful transference. E-mail is only
mail when it is also distributed and delivered. Yet, these acts are not represented
in the metaphor connecting/condensing the source and target domain. Lakoff
and Johnson’s model of conceptual metaphor thus gives an account of how the
mailbox icon connects postal mail with e-mail on the level of the interface and
human conceptual cognition, but it ignores the connections to software and ma-
chinery. It explains the human code, but not the machine code: the indexical,
dynamical operations involved, such as a connection with an Internet service pro-
vider, a mail client consulting a mail server, and the subsequent transport of mail
to the user’s PC.
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Schematized (see Figure 1) this model of metaphor consists of an input (source
domain) and an output (target domain), mediated by a cognitive human mind
which is able to read the metaphorical mailbox icon as immediate object, thus
connecting the source and the target. The necessary machine mediations – index-
ical references to dynamical objects – are invisible, hidden in a black box of soft-
ware and machinery. Without a properly functioning dynamical black box, the
output of the virtual object (‘my e-mail’) will not come about.

Figure 1: Input-output mechanism of the conceptual metaphor E-MAIL IS POSTAL MAIL

What is ignored in this model is that the metaphorical icon needs not only human
reading but most of all action to invoke the transference – not only action by the
user (configuring, clicking) but especially action inside the machine and the net-
work. Meanwhile, the user is only able to read the icon as far as this action is
depresented and blackboxed. As we have seen, that is what the icon does by ‘icon-
tologizing’: equating the sign with its immediate object, effacing its material in-
dexical relations to dynamical objects, pretending it stands immediately for the
virtual object in the target domain.
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We may conclude that the classic, conceptual theory of metaphor in fact mir-
rors this icontology, as it focuses primarily on the interfacial relation with the
immediate object, the object as represented/metaphorized by the sign. Though
this underscores once more how a sign can conceal and supersede its tool-being,
it still provides no proper explanation for how the compound of sign and tool
gets glued together. What we thus need, on top of the theory of conceptual meta-
phor, is a theory of the processual materiality of metaphor. To my knowledge,
there is no such theory yet. In the last section I will tentatively gather some possi-
ble building blocks for such a theory.

Material metaphor

What is needed is a theory of metaphor which not only maps transferences be-
tween different semantic domains – from concept to concept, as does the concep-
tual theory – but also between different ontological domains: from concepts to
objects, from software instructions to visual icons, from signs to tools. Such a
theory should provide an account of the involved material indexicality of sign-
tools, of their relation to the dynamical objects inside the black box, and the rela-
tion with the hoped-for virtual object.

Katherine Hayles’s (2002) notion of material metaphor is a promising starting
point. Hayles defined material metaphor as the instance of metaphor where the
metaphorical transference does not take place between semantic concepts, but
between symbolic signs and material apparatus. Like all metaphors, material me-
taphors condense two references, yet they do not blend two conceptual refer-
ences; rather, they blend a conceptual reference with a material indexical refer-
ence. Hayles proposed the term in the context of her medium-specific analysis of
electronic literature. In this field written words can do more than just signify or
represent – they may, as material metaphors, be able to perform acts: dance,
move, dissolve, mutate, tear apart, destroy previously read words, etc., according
to the underlying software code.

This kind of e-textual performance can be seen as a radicalization of Austin’s
speech act theory. Austin (1962) pointed out how verbal statements such as ‘I
promise’ or ‘I baptise this ship’ are not just constative utterances but performative
speech acts. By being uttered (in a specific context), such utterances do things in
the world, they accomplish a change in a state of affairs. In a similar vein e-text is
able to perform ‘digital speech acts’. Though Austin’s speech act theory pertains
primarily to language and Hayles’s material metaphor primarily to digital litera-
ture, there seems to be no reason to confine material metaphor to the domain of
words and texts. Just as images and physical objects may be invoked as concep-
tual metaphors, they may be invoked as material metaphors. Whenever an image
or an object functions as a symbol and is able to entail a change of affairs when
enacted in the proper context, it can be considered a material metaphor. Take, for
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example, the planting or capturing of a flag – this not only signifies colonization or
victory, it evokes it by the very act of planting or capturing.

Material metaphors are ubiquitous in ordinary computer interfaces. They exist
as sign-tools, as icons and hyperlinks, as pixeled buttons and switches which can
indeed be switched on and off. Such material metaphors condense iconicity and
indexicality by blending immediate and dynamical objects into one sign-tool. The
mailbox icon is a material metaphor, able to invoke indexical material acts,
changes in the material machinery of the computer and the network. Conceiving
the mailbox as material metaphor thus reveals what is depresented in the concep-
tual metaphor. While the conceptual metaphor can explain what happens inside
the head of the user, the material metaphor leads us to the hands of user, and
from there to and through the interface, right inside the black box of digital ma-
chinery.

Not that the black box will become transparent. Most parts of this black box
will remain in the dark, since we humans are practically blind in this digital do-
main. We have delegated the relevant intentional acts to code, which we can exe-
cute but which we cannot grasp directly. We are simply not equipped with a per-
ceptual or cognitive apparatus to read the digital, to read patterns of numbers and
infer their meaning or effects. However, we do have partial, mediated access to
the digital. We have this possibility because machinic calculations and transla-
tions can be ontologized and represented to us as readable signs, that is as mate-
rial metaphors. We are able to read and act upon parts of the code, as far as these
are represented as a sign-tool. This may be done by icons, but also by textual
configuration menus (‘mail server settings’), hyperlinks or other metaphorized
commands (‘get mail’, ‘send mail’).

While these material metaphors mostly go by unnoticed, ready-to-hand and
icontologized, they are however ‘near at hand’. An analysis of both their concep-
tual iconicity and their material indexicality may turn them into keys to the black
box, able to close and conceal, but also able to open and reveal. A full-blown
theory of material metaphor may thus provide analytical apertures in the digital
black box, enabling us to peek inside.

In order to develop such a theory, a very heterogeneous set of analytical tools
and concepts should be assembled. Though Peirce, Heidegger, Lakoff, and
Hayles may be strange bedfellows, I consider their joint forces necessary for this
endeavor. The ongoing proliferation of cross- and intermediations induced by
digitality results in more and more material-semiotic assemblages in the form of
icontologized virtual objects. They could and should be hacked analytically.

Notes

1. For example Sherry Turkle’s metaphorical book title Life on the screen: Identity in the age of
the Internet (1995). In Steven Johnson’s Interface culture (1997) the computer interface
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equals the screen with its visual metaphors. Even in Bolter and Grusin’s Remediation
(1999) the basic principles of mediation – immediacy and hypermediacy – are both
defined as ‘styles of visual representation’ (272). See for other examples of screenic
hegemony the chapters by Nanna Verhoeff and Ann-Sophie Lehmann. See for a further
deconstruction of the notion of indexicality the chapter by Frank Kessler.

2. Average Internet users nowadays would perhaps not even understand the telephone
metaphor as network connection icon, not being familiar anymore with dial-up Internet
accounts. A telephone icon nowadays usually stands for another application: voice over
IP.

3. Cf. Saussure’s structuralist semiology, in which only two ingredients of the sign are
distinguished: signifier (material embodiment of the sign) and signified (mental con-
cept, produced by the differences in the chain of signifiers, arbitrarily connected to a
signifier). In Saussure’s linguistic conception of the sign, any notion of reference to
something outside language is disabled. While this precludes the pitfalls of claiming
essentialist, natural correspondences between words and things, it also excludes any
conceptualization of possible relations to a world outside human language.

4. Cf. Latour’s distinction between intermediaries, which just transmit, and mediators, which
transform, translate and modify meaning while processing: ‘A properly functioning
computer could be taken as a good case of a complicated intermediary (...) But if it
breaks down, a computer may turn into a horrendously complex mediator’ (Latour
2005, 39).
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Hidden practice

Artists’ working spaces, tools, and materials in the
digital domain

Ann-Sophie Lehmann

The construction of digital artworks demands a wide range of expertise. Concep-
tion, production and technology are closely intertwined; existing technologies
have to be adapted to new artistic concepts, and new technologies inspire and
create new meanings and contexts. In order to realise a work of art – be it an
installation in a gallery or museum, or an online work – an artist has to be engi-
neer, programmer, graphic designer, and hardware constructor all at once or has
to have access to others who are able to shape technologies and materials as
required. In the case of Daniel Rozin’s Wooden Mirror (1999) for example – a work
that produces the reflection of any person facing it by slightly shifting the po-
lished wooden blocks of which the surface of the mirror is constructed – the
cameras, motion sensors, software and wooden blocks were all custom made
(Bolter and Gromolla 2003). In a sense, the construction of such complex, inter-
active works returns the digital-media artist to an era before the pre-manufactur-
ing of artist’s supplies. Before the invention of metal paint tubes in the 19th cen-
tury, before standard-sized canvasses or marble blocks were available, artists
depended on custom-made materials and workshops with trained assistants, just
as the media artist today might depend on programmers and engineers to provide
custom-built technology. Even when artist and programmer are the same person,
for example the net.art practitioners Jodi (http://text.jodi.org) or Olia Lialina
(www.artlebedev.ru/svalka/olialia), the procedures of art making are no less intri-
cate or complex.

Thinking about the versatile practice of new media artists leads to the question
of what this practice might look like. One way to find out is by studio visits or
reading and watching interviews with artists (as can be done in the wonderful on-
line archive of artist’s talks compiled by the Tate Gallery, London: www.tate.org.
uk/onlineevents). Another way is to look at the ways media artists represent their
own practice. Throughout history, artists have taken care to display, advertise and
explain their art-making skills in genres specifically created for this purpose.
Some of the first representations of artists at work may be found in illuminated
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manuscripts, and in the early Renaissance, the representation of St. Luke painting
the Madonna became a way to depict artistic practice and skill. Within a century
the Christian iconography of the painting evangelist evolved into the independent
self-portrait at the easel, and the atelier scene. Both genres were still widely pop-
ular in the 19th and early 20th centuries, adapting their specific iconography to
changing artistic practices and new technologies. Because today’s multifaceted
media artist as described above might also be interested in the public display of
her versatile skills, one could expect a continuation of the iconography of ‘the
artist at work’ into the digital age. But is practice represented in the age of digital
art? Do artists draw attention to the processes and procedures underlying their
work? The question about a contemporary iconography of the representation of
artistic practice raises more general questions about the spatial, material and the-
oretical aspects of this practice: what kind of materials and tools are used to con-
struct media art, and how do artists employ these tools and materials in their
creative spaces? How are these creative spaces defined and located, and can they
and the creative processes within be visualised?

My first tentative answer to these questions is negative – digital modes of pro-
duction do not appear to favour the representation of the artist at work because
the very process of making is rendered invisible by the medium itself. However,
this hypothesis must be tested first. In order to determine whether or not repre-
sentation of practice is absent in the creation of digital art, this article will reflect
on four aspects relevant to the question at stake. Beginning with a brief review of
representations of artistic practice in the pre-digital era, a more thorough analysis
of the location and designation of creative spaces in the digital era will follow.
The representation of digital tools and materials used by media artists will then
be focused on, incorporating a brief comparison with the representation of prac-
tice in a field related to media art – computer graphics and animation.

The representation of artistic practice and creative spaces in the
pre-digital era

In the pre-photographic era artistic practice was represented in genres displaying
artists working in their workshops. Needless to say, these scenes are not objective
representations of generic practices, but carefully staged scenes designed to en-
tice the viewer in the display of artistic skill. At the same time, these scenes served
to invest an artist’s working space with near magical qualities. The careful pre-
sentation of the ‘artist at work’ with brushes and paints (or their equivalents) in a
studio space adorned with models, preliminary sketches and unfinished works
evoked the aura of creation (Lehmann 2006; Pardo and Cole 2005). The images
suggested that these spaces not only contained the materials and tools necessary
to make works of art, but also housed the inspiration and genius necessary to
conceive them. Furthermore, the images enhanced the mystery of artistic creation
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through an interesting pictorial paradox. On the one hand, atelier scenes allow us
to witness the act of creating a painting, seemingly instructing the viewer in the
actual making of pictorial illusions. Yet while we observe the processes of paint-
ing – paint being mixed, a brushstroke applied – the acts displayed before our
eyes are far too complex to be copied purely based on the visual information
provided. Showing art making therefore does not necessarily give away the artist’s
secret. On the contrary, the display of skill makes the process of creation appear
all the more mysterious.

After 1900 photography and then film would replace the painted depictions of
the artist at work. The latter provided more information about art making as it
recorded the creative process over time. Yet these films – like Hans Cürlis’s series
Schaffende Hände from the 1920s, Hans Namuth’s Jackson Pollock (1951), Henri-
Georges Clouzot’s Le mystère Picasso (1956) and many art documentaries made
since – do not escape the paradox described above and display a ‘fetishization of
the actual moment of creation’ (Hayward 1988, 8). To this day, especially the
studio space lends itself to the idealisation and mystification of practice. Even
with the artist dead and gone, the deserted studio continues to breathe the aura
of creation and is treated as a shrine, with the material remains as relics. The
recent transfer of Francis Bacon’s entire studio contents from London to Dublin
and the exhibition of Perry Ogden’s beautiful photographs of Bacon’s chaotic
workshop as works of art in their own right are perfect examples of the cultural
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value attached to the traditional creative environment (for a visual impression, see
www.hughlane.ie/fb_studio).

It can be concluded that the representation of practice was – and still is – clo-
sely tied to the aura of materials and spaces. This ‘materialist’ notion is incorpo-
rated in the very naming of the artist’s space: the term atelier derives from the
Latin atele, which referred to the wooden shavings in a carpenter’s workshop.
These wooden scraps and other litter from his studio (cigarette buds, lost socks,
old cloth) are at the heart of the work of Jedediah Caesar. Caesar collects debris in
boxes, fills these with liquid resin and then saws the transparent cubes into thin
slices. The results are beautiful, archeological samples of the studio, which em-
body as well as question the representation of material practice.

The designation and location of creative spaces in the digital era

New media have led to the formation of new creative spaces; spaces that seem to
have caused a dislocation of the materiality of the traditional working space. In
order to situate digital artistic practice and its representation, this section will
attempt to trace and outline the physical, metaphorical and theoretical appear-
ances of these new spaces.

Beginning with the designation of the new spaces, it is remarkable that in new
media art practice, a working space is frequently referred to as a laboratory rather
than a studio or atelier – traditionally, the spaces of the production of art and
science have been separated since the Renaissance (Alpers 1998). Often abbre-
viated as media lab or design lab, the new working space is a sharp contrast to
the traditional concept of the studio. Obviously, this shift owes much to the es-
sential role of technology in new media art. Also, the notion of creation asso-
ciated with the traditional studio might be less appealing than the notion of ex-
periment associated with the laboratory. Yet the laboratory, just like the studio,
carries its own traditional set of connotations, which are deemed highly proble-
matic by some scholars. Bruno Latour has criticised the laboratory as the ultimate
black box; as a place where experiment and invention are kept from public view,
and only finite results are allowed to emerge after having been carefully wrapped
in impenetrable layers of scientific reasoning (Latour 1987). Although the artist’s
laboratory has come to signify the cross-disciplinary link between art and science
and could therefore symbolise a partial opening of the black box, the production
and making of art still seem to be hidden behind the walls of the lab. Conse-
quently, there is no equivalent to the traditional depiction of the atelier described
above, no laboratory-iconography representing the work that goes on inside.

This obscuring of creative practice is matched by an apparent reluctance to
describe the technological processes behind digital artworks with words. In re-
cent overviews of new media art, very little attention is paid to the actual produc-
tion of the artworks discussed (Greene 2004; Paul 2003; Stallabrass 2003).

270 digital material



Although net.art plays with digital technologies and addresses their impact on
art, society and politics, the actual technologies and procedures behind the indi-
vidual artworks remain obscure. Artists simply ‘draw links between sites’; ‘build
online artworks’; or present ‘a sophisticated piece of programming’ (Stallabrass
2003, 27-29). When artists themselves refer to their own practice, we get a notion
of their presence behind the computer, yet we have no idea what they actually do
with the computer. In a 1997 interview net.art pioneer Vuk Cosic describes how
he has neighbouring studios with Heath Bunting, Alexei Shulgin and Olia Lialina,
emulating the studio set-up of Picasso and Braque in early twentieth-century
Paris: ‘We steal a lot from each other, in the sense that we take some parts of
codes, we admire each other’s tricks’, and the Belgian duo Jodi wrote in the early
1990s: ‘it is obvious that our work fights against high tech’ (Stallabrass 2003, 34,
38). The ‘drawing’ of links and ‘building’ of sites, the comparison with Braque
and Picasso, the fight against ‘high-tech’ all draw on traditional terminology and
metaphors. The vocabulary for the description of the technological aspects of new
media art practice on the other hand is limited. So how do we imagine the code-
tricks Cosic mentions? How do we differentiate between high- and low-tech if
technology is neither a verbal nor visual issue in the self-reflection of practice
and in the critical analysis and public presentation of art works? Maybe technol-
ogy is still considered dull to the wider public? The result being that ‘techno-talk’
is kept to a relatively small, artistic community that possesses sufficient technolo-
gical understanding.1

Interestingly, the notion of the laboratory with its metaphorical connotations of
secrecy and highly specialised technological processes, in combination with the
textual silence surrounding these processes, contradicts a vital yet somewhat uto-
pian ideal proclaimed by scholars of new media culture and theory like Henry
Jenkins and Pierre Lévy. This ideal envisages new media as open-source, enabling
technologies, which facilitate and inspire the participatory production of culture.2

The contradiction between the ‘black boxing’ of artistic practice and the ideal of a
participatory culture might be due to the mechanisms of the art market – above
all the demand for originality – to which eventually even the most non-conformist
artist may succumb. In order to solve this conflict, open the ‘black box of practice’
and represent the new media artist at work, a means to facilitate the description
and visualisation of the technologies used in art practice must be found.

In addition to the symbolic and physical shift of the site of production from
open studio to closed laboratory, new media have had a profound impact on the
notion of space. In general, new media initially seemed to emphasize the tradi-
tional division of space into metaphorical and/or virtual spaces on the one hand
and actual, physical spaces on the other. More recently, scholars like Katherine
Hayles (2002) and Mark Poster (2004) have argued that the inherent dichotomy of
real and non-real spaces should be discarded in favour of a model that is based
upon Michel Foucault’s concept of heterotopias, sites ‘that have the curious prop-
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erty of being in relation with all the other sites’ (Foucault 1986). This model sug-
gests that through new media, virtual and physical spaces intersect each other
simultaneously, continuously creating new spaces, all of which co-exist in a non-
hierarchical structure.

New media artworks are a perfect illustration of these new spatial heterotopias.
In new media art works – as George Legrady, theorist and practitioner in the field
of digital media, wrote as early as 1999 – metaphorical and virtual spaces always
intersect with physical spaces: ‘In the process of interacting with the digital
world, we can consider real space as the site where our bodies come into contact
with the technological devices by which we experience virtual space’ (Legrady
1999, 105). Legrady describes the embodied visual or sensual experience of the
viewer when looking at new media art in physical spaces like museums but also
on computer screens. The artworks themselves are, as he emphasises, immater-
ial, however: ‘Artists who create in digital media can produce works that do not
require embodiment in a physical object. These works are free from the con-
straints of materiality as they exist as numeric data’ (ibid., 106). Legrady argues
that the artwork, ‘free from the constraints of materiality’, arrives at an intersec-
tion of the virtual and the real when it is being viewed and experienced. In his
argument, Legrady puts the immateriality of the artwork first, but what about the
other end of the process, the initial making of the art work? Before becoming
what Legrady calls ‘immaterial’, there must have been a form of interaction be-
tween the maker and the digital building blocks of the artwork under construc-
tion, equally embodied as the experience of the viewer of the finished piece. It
follows that the artwork only seems to be immaterial in between making and
viewing, while the processes of production (when the artwork is made) and per-
ception (when the artwork is experienced) imply materiality through human con-
tact. Just as the act of perceiving is bound to a physical location, so the physical
interaction between the artwork and its maker must have a location of some sort,
somewhere within the heterotopia of intersecting virtual and physical spaces.

Where then could the creative space of the new media artist be located, and
how do artists describe it? An artist of the Amsterdam KKEP collective (www.
kkep.com) once told me about the process of making a collaborative piece in the
early years of the Internet. While she was in Amsterdam and her collaborator in
New York, they would work in the ‘natural’ shifts dictated by the time difference
and send their work back and forth to one another via the Internet. Not only did
they get twice as much work done as they would have in the same time zone, they
also profited from the creative input of the different environments they lived in. I
interviewed Joanna Griffin, who works with the visualisation of satellite data, at
the Utrecht Impakt Festival 2004 about her ideal working space. She described it
as ‘a place where I can plug in my computer and make coffee’.

In both cases, the physical location of the artist overlaps with the creative space
to a certain extent, yet the latter is obviously much more than somewhere to plug
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in the computer and make coffee. The creative space is much more difficult to
mark out. Can it be found at the desk, in front of the computer, or rather at the
intersection of the physical and the machine world, the human-computer inter-
face? Is it the computer itself, like the practice of case-modding suggests, creating
visual spectacle by turning the outside of the computer into a personalised arte-
fact (Simon 2007); is it inside the computer where software programs like Photo-
shop, Maya or Paint mimic the artist’s studio with its traditional tools and materi-
als; or is it in the virtual space beyond the machine? Or is it in all these places at
the same time: an oscillating creative space; an artistic new media heterotopia?

While the last option, the oscillating creative space, is the most likely answer,
this space is at the same time the least tangible and concrete. More insight into
the possible structure of this creative working space may be gained from the field
of computer science. In order to design collaborative virtual environments, much
research has been carried out into the spatial experience of users who engage and
work with digital technologies. A basic outcome has been that users move about
in multiple, simultaneous and hybrid spaces. Letting go of the spatial dichotomy
between (pure) physical and virtual spaces provides a parallel with the theory of
the digital heterotopia as described by Poster. Computer science, however, needs
to move beyond theoretical concepts in order to translate the spatial hybrids back
into concrete designs. During this process, the new spatial conditions (which, as
illustrated above, tend to evade exact positioning) need to be redefined outside
the restrictive terminology of geographical location. In order to do so, Paul Dour-
ish, Professor of Computer Science at the University of California, Irvine, intro-
duced the distinction between space and place in his call for a social design for
collaborative virtual environments (Dourish 2001). This concept, borrowed from
the social sciences, allows for a non-geographical definition of the new spatial
situation because it adds yet another layer to the hybridisation of digital and phy-
sical space: the flexible meaning of spaces in their form as place. According to
Harrison and Dourish, spaces are part of the material out of which places can be
built. Dealing with physical structure, topology, orientation and connectedness,
spaces offer opportunities and constraints. Places, on the other hand, reflect cul-
tural and social understandings. Places can also have temporal properties; the
same space can be different places at different times (Harrison and Dourish
2001, 73).3

Dourish’s differentiation between space and place also helps to identify the
creative working space of the artist: it is a socially and culturally shaped place,
created from the hybrid fabric of virtual and physical spaces. On a conceptual
level, this definition brings us closer to the whereabouts of the artist at work in
the digital domain. But it still does not help to visualise this place. On the con-
trary, the oscillating, creative virtual and physical space/place seems to resist re-
presentation even more than it evades verbal description, maybe because there is
no fixed space left to depict anymore.
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The visibility of digital tools and materials

While the creative space seems to defy representation, there are other ingredients
of the art-making process that do not. These are the tools and materials of the
new media artist in or at the computer. Just like the creative space, tools oscillate
between a physical and virtual presence, because the keyboard, mouse, pen – or
in the case of touch screens the hand itself – are tangible devices translating
movement into digital action on the screen. Most of the time, the virtual part of
the tool is represented by an icon referring to a familiar device of non-digital
origin, like the brush, pen, eraser or spray-can; in other cases the specificity of a
digital action has been related to icons previously alien to the studio like for in-
stance the lasso or the magic wand.4 The physical tool can operate a variety of
different, even opposing, virtual tools. For example, the mouse controls the eraser
as well as the clowning device in a paint program. Yet in spite of their hybrid
structure and seemingly simplified functions, the tools demand a user just as
skilled and sensitive to their creative potential as do ‘traditional’ tools, as Malcolm
McCollough pointed out in his important study, Abstracting craft (1996). Recently,
Richard Sennett argued along the same lines in his manifesto for a re-evaluation
of craftsmanship (2008).

Digital materials are more evasive than tools because they have no physical
component but are entirely virtual. Yet even in the virtual domain, they oscillate
between two shapes. On the surface, they resemble artistic material of the physi-
cal domain (images, paint, brushstrokes, colour, etc.). On a different level they
are software, part of software, or in their purest form, code. A simple example is
the HTML code attached to colour shades. The fact that digital tools and materials
are ultimately represented in such forms could turn them into an interesting ele-
ment of the hypothetical representations (so far) of the new media artist at work.
However, where the brushes and palettes, chisels and rulers, marble slabs and
paint tubes, paper and charcoal of pre-digital artists figure prominently in the
(self)-portraits discussed above, there is no comparable elevation of their digital
counterparts discernable yet. It is indeed hard to imagine a depiction of a mouse
or a brush icon being done as lovingly and romantically as, for example, the tools
in François Bonvin’s Attributes of Painting where palette and brushes symbolise the
creative process.

Taking into account the recognition of digital craft and craftsmanship, it could
be merely a question of time until digital tools are used in representations to
evoke the magical aura of artistic creation.

In this context, we may observe that digital tools and materials have not shed
the iconic or symbolic bond with their precursors, as the media theorem of the
‘horseless carriage’ syndrome would have it. On the contrary, the current devel-
opment of design software strives for an ever more perfect imitation of the mate-
riality and tangibility of traditional artistic tools. The desire for a reconciliation of
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the senses of vision and touch, separated by the digitalisation of creative pro-
cesses, is present in the amazingly precise imitation of artistic materials, from
different sorts of digital canvas to virtual oil-paint that actually needs to dry, to
applications simulating the direct/immediate touch and feel of virtual paint and
brushes in 3D environments (for example, Baxter et al. 2004).

These developments in the design sector push towards the frontier of what Jay
David Bolter and Richard Grusin have called the myth of ‘transparent immediacy’
(Bolter and Grusin 1999). In this ideal and never completely realisable state, the
user could become ignorant of all traces of mediation and ‘handle’ digital materi-
als and tools directly. One might ask if the continuous effort to recreate tradi-
tional materiality in virtual environments does not restrain the development of
tools and materials of an essentially digital nature, without precursors in the
non-digital domain. So far, the metaphor of the painter’s, sculptor’s or architect’s
tools and materials proves to be much harder to shake off than that of the creative
space where the tools and materials are handled, which easily gave way to new
forms of hybridisation.

It is interesting to see how digital tools, now they have become tangible and
have re-appropriated, as it were, the aura of traditional creation, also become
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attractive for representation. I will illustrate this with two examples; one is an
educational application, the other an artwork.

The I/O Brush is a multimedia tool for children, developed by researchers in the
MIT Media Lab. It is an oversized brush with a wooden handle and bristles that
incorporates a small camera. With the brush, the children are able to film a cer-
tain structure or surface and then ‘paint’ with this image on a digital canvas (the
application is reminiscent of the ‘image-hose’ in paint programs). The central
notion is the effortless incorporation of real-world materials into digital art proj-
ects. In the articles describing the I/O brush (Ryoaki 2004) and on the MIT website
(http://web.media.mit.edu/~kimiko/iobrush), photographs and short films show
the fun and ease with which the children use the ingenious combination of digital
technology and tangible tool. Watching the little artists at work, the viewer is
immediately convinced of the success of the brush.

Fugure 3: Child working with I/O Brush

Daniel Rozin’s art project Easel (1998) functions in a comparable way. A computer
screen is set on a painter’s easel so that it appears as a traditional canvas. On the
‘canvas’ gallery visitors may combine and modify live video images and material
from the Internet with a digital device mimicking a brush. Rozin describes his
work as ‘a group made of two pieces that build on the concept of painting with
video. The pieces in this group are truly interactive as the visitors are encouraged
not only to incorporate their image into the piece but to actively paint and change
the whole appearance of the piece, becoming the artists themselves’ (http://
smoothware.com/danny/neweasel.html). It is essential to this concept that Ro-
zin’s artwork is neither just the easel with the digital canvas, nor the various
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works the eventual users will create. The work of art is the sum of the whole
interactive process of creating images.

In both cases, the focus lies on image-making, and the visuals explaining the
I/O Brush and Easel present us with the creative engagement of users: a child hand-
ling the brush, a gallery visitor painting. These representations, which are ob-
viously related to the iconography of the painter at his easel and the depiction of
the artist at work in the art documentary discussed above, form part of a visual
tradition I want to call ‘showing making’. The difference is that they do not show
the creators of I/O Brush or Easel at work, but those who interact with the finished
product. We see how intricate technologies have disappeared behind the meta-
phor of painting, enabling others to use them within the familiar frame of tradi-
tional artistic practice. The creative practices of those who constructed these tech-
nologies remain hidden.

The making-of in computer graphics and animation

So far, the search for the representation of artistic practice in the digital domain
has been rather unsuccessful. Yet there is an area of digital image-making where
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processes of production are almost excessively represented: the field of computer
graphics and computer animation. Here, ‘showing making’ has even been de-
fined as a separate genre, the making-of. As a genre the making-of is much older
than computer graphics, but through the use of digital image manipulation in
film, it has gained tremendously in popularity (Hight 2005). This is due to the
new form of image creation. Artificially created photo- and hyper-realistic images
captivate viewers because they have no indexical equivalent in the real world.
Things, people, places that never existed, or do not exist anymore (e.g. dino-
saurs), and events that never took place or are impossible to film in the real world
may be visualised with the help of a computer (cf. Jones 1989, Moskovich 2002).
As such, these spectacular visuals seem to undermine the paradigm of indexicality
associated with photography and film.5

A way to appeal to the fascination and apprehension caused by computer gra-
phics is to show how these images were generated. This can be for explanatory as
well as commercial reasons. In a traditional making-of, the viewer gets a peek
‘behind the scenes’, listens to the director’s erudite commentary, watches actors
being interviewed on the set and witnesses hilarious bloopers. The making-of of
computer-animated scenes looks rather different. It is much more static. Most of
the time we see animators or technicians sitting in front of computers, displaying
skilful manipulation of tools and digital materials while the images they create
come into being on a screen. Glancing over the shoulder of computer wizards,
we might witness the different stages of a spectacular stunt, like the ‘bullet time’
effect in the Matrix Trilogy (Wachowsky Brothers 1999-2002) or the building of an
underwater anemone in Finding Nemo (Stanton and Unkrich 2003) on its way to
photorealism, from wire-frame animation to a full-coloured and shaded se-
quence. The formal set up of these making-ofs bears a close resemblance to the
iconography of the atelier scenes discussed above.

The genre also answers to the same visual paradox. Practice is displayed with-
out giving away the secret of the actual ‘how to’. Showing the computer animator
at the screen does not deconstruct visual illusion. If this were the case, we would
probably not enjoy watching making-ofs. Yet, regardless of their promise to reveal
the making of illusion, the genre does not destroy but rather enhances the plea-
sure of looking. Part of this pleasure is achieved because we learn about the
amount of work and skill invested in the creation of illusionist imagery. This
knowledge causes the viewer to admire the dexterity and competence of the ma-
ker(s). Knowing how much effort has been invested in its creation might also
heighten the desire to become immersed in the image (Hediger 2005). Moreover,
the stimulation of awe is of economic value as the making-of is a way to display
the power to shape technology (‘only we can create these images’).
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Although a fixed mode to represent practice does exist, new media artists gener-
ally do not use the making-of to reflect on their practice. This might be for a
number of reasons, such as the commercial aspect and the predetermined ap-
pearance of the genre. But predominantly, an artist might not employ the visual
strategies of the making-of because it is so closely tied to the creation of photo-
realist or at least figurative imagery. This is also the reason why the making-of
can seamlessly tie back into the visual vocabulary of the painter in front of the
easel. Mimicking reality and creating visual illusion profits by showing or show-
ing off practice, be it in the 16th or in the 21st century. Yet today’s new media
creative practices encompass infinitely more strategies than the representation of
realistic computer-generated imagery. Artists who operate within this set of para-
digms seem to prefer not to represent themselves (at work) at all.

To summarise, the process of artistic practice seems to be rendered invisible by
a variety of factors: the metaphor of the laboratory; the difficulties in describing
and visualising the procedures of data programming; the hybridisation of creative
space; and the multiplicity of artistic practice within this space. Practice itself does
become visible, but only in certain instances, dissociated from the artist. It ap-
pears in the digital tools mimicking analogue predecessors, in digital materials
like software and data, or in interactive art-works engaging the viewer/user. How-
ever, the embodied representation of the artist at work only resurfaces when crea-
tive practice remediates traditional modes of art making, like the affirmative crea-
tion of realities in computer graphics and animation.

Two conclusions are possible. Either the representation of artists at work has
become obsolete in new media art practice and the mystification of artistic crea-
tion has finally been discarded, or the representation of practice has become just
as hybridised as the space in which it takes place. It has been shown above that
the representation of practice can mystify or even fetishize the creative act. At the
same time, ‘showing making’ counteracts mystification because it can reveal the
intricate interactions between actors, technologies, tools and materials, making
artistic creation and visualising procedures comprehensible. As such, the poten-
tial of the genre is much too exciting to be abandoned. Most likely, creative prac-
tice in the digital domain is still in search of representation.

An earlier version of this essay appeared in Computers and the history of art vol. 3, eds. A.
Bentkowska-Kafel, T. Cashen, and H. Gardiner, Chicago: Intellect Books 2009.

Notes

1. An exception is Olia Lialina’s article ‘A Vernacular Web. The Indigenous and The Bar-
barians’, http://art.teleportacia.org/observation/vernacular.
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2. For a critical discussion of the ideal of participatory culture, see the chapters by Mirko
Tobias Schäfer and Eggo Müller in this book.

3. Michel de Certeau defines space and place in an opposing manner, see the chapter by
Sybille Lammes in this book.

4. So far, little research has been conducted on the history and development of tool meta-
phors for paint programs. For a general overview see, Alvey Ray Smith (2001). On the
sometimes confusing, metaphorical relation of computer icons with computer pro-
cesses, see the chapter by Marianne van den Boomen in this book.

5. This complex issue is a frequently discussed problem in new media studies, see the
chapter by Frank Kessler in this book. See also William J. Mitchell (1992), Barbara Sa-
vedoff (1997) and Lev Manovich (2001).
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