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Abstract

Specta(c)torship in Net Art(?): Individuation After Simondon is an experiment at the fringes of
academic writing. It draws on a selected corpus of net art(?) works in order to question the
experience of embodied subjectivity which coagulates in the context of contemporary internet
technology, but also in order to ask: how is it possible to write about this experience in the first
place? The embodied process of specta(c)torship can coagulate in writing only as a symptom of its
failure and, in order to attend to that which comes to writing from outside representation (and that

writing can never fully capture), it is necessary to experiment with the limits of written language.

The book contends that net art(? specta(c)torship, instead of being an encounter between a
predefined subject (the spectator) and a predefined object (the artwork), rather constitutes a process
of individuation through which the embodied thinking subject is constructed and deconstructed at
the very same time. The text critically engages with Gilbert Simondon’s theory of individuation
proposing that, in order to account for the emergence of identity (a is a, a = a), the ontogenetic
problematic outlined by Simondon (the becoming of being) has to be complemented by a
phenomenogenetic one: the question of genesis of genesis of phenomena (i.e. the genesis of specific
ways in which phenomena emerge). Upon this background, the process of specta(c)torship is
understood as the problematization of the conjunction between the ontogenetic and
phenomenogenetic dimensions of individuation. The specificity of net art(?) specta(c)torship rests
upon the type of embodied subjectivity that is problematized and (de)constructed in this process,
namely a particular instantiation of the modern 'human' subject contingent on the functioning of
contemporary digital objects (the <strike>human</strike> spectator). At the same time, as a
consequence of the ontogenetic/phenomenogenetic conjunction, the specific problematic that drives

and is driven by net art(® specta(c)torship (the (de)construction of the <strike>human</strike>



embodied subject) is folded back into ontogenesis as the (lack of) origin that grounds the

ontogenetic dynamic.

The key for understanding processes of specta(c)torship in this sense is the problematic of

phenomenogenesis. Yet, while a theory of phenomenogenesis is stringently necessary, nonetheless,
at the same time, phenomenogenesis is from the very beginning a fundamentally self-contradictory
concept. Rather than a rigorous philosophical text with a claim to Truth, this book will remain then
an experimental fiction, erring in search of the meaning of embodied subjectivity in the context of

contemporary digital cultures.



La recherche serait donc de la méme sorte que [’erreur. Errer, c’est tourner
et retourner, s ‘abandoner a la magie du détour.

— Maurice Blanchot, L ’Entretien Infini

The research will therefore be akin to error. To err is to turn and to return, to

give oneself up to the magic of detour. [my translation]
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Introduction: Disorientation

A flashback to an ancient Chinese story:

Whenever Bo Ya played the lute, Zhong Ziqi would listen to him. Once when he was
playing the lute, his thoughts turned to Mount Tai. Zhong Ziqi said, “How splendidly
you play the lute! Lofty and majestic like Mount Tai.” A short time later, when his
thoughts turned to rolling waters, Zhong Ziqi said, “How splendidly you play the lute!
Rolling and swelling like a rushing river.” When Zhong Ziqi died, Bo Ya smashed the
lute and cut its strings. To the end of his life, he never played the lute again because he
felt that there was no one in the world worth playing for. (The Annals of Lii Buwei [3rd

century BC] 2000, 308)!

Specta(c)torship.

in net art®:;

(an art®work of sorts, a list of 'rotting' links, a digital ruin in the making)

100.000.000 Stolen Pixels (2010) by Kim Asendorf on runme.org. http://runme.org/project/+100-000-000/

Abstract Browsing (2014) by Rafaél Rozendaal. http://www.abstractbrowsing.net.

After Hours (2019) by Tina Willgren. http://www.tinawillgren.com/index.php?/works/after-hours/

Atlas of Female Anatomy (2017) by Pita Arreola, can be downloaded from Off Site Project’s

[[[1[[][[ZIP]]]]]]]]] exhibition. http://www.offsiteproject.org/ZIP.

1 Several versions of this myth exist in ancient Chinese texts, the one presented here appears in The Annals of

Lii Buwei, a 3rd century B.C. compendium of previous philosophical thought concerned with political issues.
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Blind Spot (2007) by Miao Ying in rhizome.org's Net Art Anthology. https://anthology.rhizome.org/blind-

spot.

Death Has a Small Voice (2019) by Alex Myers. https://theportlounge.wixsite.com/entrance/copy-of-home-1.

Form Art (1997) by Alexei Shulgin, archived on the C* Center for Culture & Communication Foundation

website. http://www.c3.hu/collection/form/.

From the Margins (2018) by Andrew Marsh, can be downloaded from Off Site Project’s

[TT[[[ZIP]]]]]]]]] exhibition. http://www.offsiteproject.org/ZIP.

IFSR (1 feel so relaxed) (2019) by George Jasper Stone and Suzannah Pettigrew, with soundscape by cktrl.

https://specter.world/Cleanse.

1t is as if you were doing work (2017) by Pippin Barr. https://www.pippinbarr.com/games/2017/07/03/it-is-

as-i1f-you-were-doing-work.html.

Genesis (1999) by Eduardo Kac. http://www.ekac.org/geninfo.html.

The Ladder (2017) by Yorgos Papafigos. https://hysterophimia.net/yorgos-papafigos/ or https://

yorgospapafigos.com/The-ladder (info and images of the work on artist’s website).

Last Real Net Art Museum (n.d.) by Olia Lialina et al. http://myboyfriendcamebackfromth.ewar.ru

Let’s Play: Ancient Greek Punishment (2011, 2016) by Pippin Barr. https://www.pippinbarr.com/2016/06/21/

lets-play-ancient-greek-punishment-limited-edition/.

Mezangelle (1994 - ongoing) by Mez Breeze in rhizome.org's Net Art Anthology. https://

anthology.rhizome.org/mez-breeze.

My Boyfriend Came Back From the War (1996) by Olia Lialina. http://www.teleportacia.org/wat/.

Naked on Pluto (2010-2013) by Dave Griffiths, Aymeric Mansoux and Marloes de Valk on runme.org. http://

runme.org/project/+naked-on-pluto/.
The Node (n.d.) by Noviki. https://specter.world/Ground.

Permanent Redirect (2018) by Donald Hanson. https://permanent-redirect.xyz.
the revolving internet (2012) by Constant Dullaart. http://therevolvinginternet.com/.
The Revolving Internet Counterclockwise (2013) by Alain Barthélémy. http://

therevolvinginternetccw.alainbarthelemy.com/.
Riot (1999) by Mark Napier. http://potatoland.org/riot/.

runme.org (2003-ongoing), by Alexei Shulgin, Olga Goriunova, Amy Alexander, Alex McLean, et. al.
Seances (2016) by Guy Maddin, Evan Johnson, Galen Johnson and the National Film Board of Canada.

http://seances.nfb.ca.
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Tempest for Eliza (2001) by Erik Thiele on runme.org. http://runme.org/feature/read/+tempest/+52/.

sorry to dump on you like this.zip (2015). Artwork by Christopher Clary, can be downloaded from

rhizome.org's exhibition 7he Download. https://thizome.org/download/#works.

to oblivion.zip (2017) by Sheida Soleimani, can be downloaded from rhizome.org's exhibition The

Download. https://rhizome.org/download/#works.

We See in Every Direction (2013) by Jonas Lund’s. http://ineverydirection.net; https://jonaslund.com/works/

we-see-in-every-direction/.

The Web Stalker (1997-1998) by 1/0/D (Matthew Fuller, Colin Green, Simon Pope), in Rhizome’s Net Art

Anthology. http://archive.rhizome.org/anthology/webstalker.html.

There is no shortcut to specta(c)torship, and there is no beginning. One always has to start in the
middle, disoriented. I invite the reader to take the time to engage with this list in detail, to follow
the links in those cases where it is still possible, and to think about what is lost in those cases where

the links fail.

The following pages are traces of processes of specta(c)torship afforded by the encounters with the
art®works listed above. Yet these traces lead nowhere. Certainly I do not pretend that they reveal
the intentions of the artists. Certainly I do not pretend that they reveal the works themselves. With
respect to the art(works specta(c)torship is a betrayal: erratically following impulses inherent in the
encounters with the works, away from the works themselves, never quite grasping them. What is at
stake in specta(c)torship is not formulating a judgement (aesthetic or otherwise) about the
art®work, but attending to the ways in which the art®work modulates the (de)construction of
embodied subjectivity and of its world. If you want to know anything about the art®works, there is
no other way than taking the time of engaging directly with them. This text will not help in this
sense, it will not make the works any easier to understand, or to approach. If anything, in a parasitic

gesture, it will complicate the work of the art(®work rather than simplifying it.

Page 9 of 327


http://runme.org
http://runme.org/feature/read/+tempest/+52/
http://rhizome.org
https://rhizome.org/download/#works
http://rhizome.org
https://rhizome.org/download/#works
http://ineverydirection.net
https://jonaslund.com/works/we-see-in-every-direction/
https://jonaslund.com/works/we-see-in-every-direction/
http://archive.rhizome.org/anthology/webstalker.html

These written traces do not claim to lead to general philosophical truths either. The miso-sophical
fabulations inscribed here are merely situated consequences of an embodied encounter with these
works. They are localized errors dependent both on the works and on the embodied subjectivity
(de)constructed in the processes of specta(c)torship that they afford. All this remains a disorienting
erring, never quite firmly establishing its ground, or, more exactly, the ground (embodied
subjectivity in interrelation with its world) shifts in the very process of its establishment... It is the
reason why it would be misleading to claim to offer an orientation for the reader in terms of a
narrative account of my identity. The position from which I(?) write (undoubtedly shaped by racial
biasses, gender and sexuality biasses, class biasses, ability biasses, etc.) is (de)constructed in the
very process of writing. The best account of this position is the text itself, that participates in its de-

construction, and not a simplified narrative auto-biography.

Questions of race, ethnicity, social position, sexuality, gender, disability etc. are all highly relevant
for this problematic and a thorough examination of the concept of crisis of identity proposed below
would imply an extensive discussion of all these issues. It is nonetheless obviously impossible to
touch on all these subjects in the limits of a single book. What I will be focussing on here is rather a
critique of the simple conception of the embodied subject as 'l myself' (a subject that is in a
relationship of identity with its embodiment)—for a critique of this supposition from a related, yet
sensibly different perspective cf. Massumi (2002)—, and the problematic identification of such
embodied subjectivity as 'human'. This 'simple definition' of embodied subjectivity as 'l myself' is
situated in a specific cultural paradigm (that we could call with Yuk Hui the western
cosmotechnics), fraught with biases. I see its deconstruction as resonating with discourses that
critically address the role of race, gender, sexuality, social position, etc. in the performance of

embodied subjectivity. In this sense, I understand the relationship between the (de)construction of
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embodied subjectivity discussed here and the political problematic of identity along the lines

proposed by Erin Manning (2020, 48-53).
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Introduction (Retake): Dis-Orientation

A flashback to an ancient Chinese story:

Whenever Bo Ya played the lute, Zhong Ziqi would listen to him. Once when he was
playing the lute, his thoughts turned to Mount Tai. Zhong Ziqi said, “How splendidly
you play the lute! Lofty and majestic like Mount Tai.” A short time later, when his
thoughts turned to rolling waters, Zhong Ziqi said, “How splendidly you play the lute!
Rolling and swelling like a rushing river.” When Zhong Ziqi died, Bo Ya smashed the
lute and cut its strings. To the end of his life, he never played the lute again because he
felt that there was no one in the world worth playing for. (The Annals of Lii Buwei [3rd

century BC] 2000, 308)?2

At first, this seems to be the story of a skillful musician, Bo Ya, who manages to recreate for the
spectator, through his music, the loftiness of Mount Tai, or the unruly energy of a rushing river. Yet,
as we get to the last lines, we realize that Bo Ya’s skill (art) is dependent on that of the spectator.
Without Zhong Ziqji, the art(work, the music produced by Bo Ya, cannot do its work. The gin (lute)
is as good as mute: "When Zhong Ziqi died, Bo Ya smashed the lute and cut its strings'. The process
of reception plays an integral part in the being and becoming of the art®work. The art®work is

never complete in itself, it exists only in resonance with the spectator. Specta(c)torship: actively

2 Several versions of this myth exist in ancient Chinese texts, the one quoted here appears in The Annals of

Lii Buwei, a 3rd century B.C. compendium of previous philosophical thought concerned with political issues.
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making oneself the patient, the recipient, the resonator for the intensive impulses offered by the

artOwork.3

In the framework that I will propose here, this anecdote reads as an affirmation of the creative
power of active/passive specta(c)torship: opening oneself up to the work of the art(®work and
following the impulses that emerge in this process. Music happens, art(”) happens, only when one is
capable of letting go of oneself to the point that the music (the art(work) can create the lofty
mountain and the rushing river in the space opened by the deterritorialization of the self. Reading
against the grain of the story, I do not see specta(c)torship as a way of witnessing the intentions of
the author, but rather as the opening of an unknown that exceeds both the author and the spectator. |
read the lofty mountain and the rushing river, not as sensorial representations evoked by the
artDwork, but rather as figures that approximate an intensive space of becoming which exceeds all
representation. Specta(c)torship is this process in which embodied subjects (de)construct
themselves so that an unsettling corporeality is affirmed, a corporeality that cannot be explained
anymore as a relationship between individual 'human' subjects and art(”works that mediate between

them.

With the death of Zhong Ziqi—the individual that is ready to leave itself behind and open in non-
action towards the process of specta(c)torship—the art®work collapses, it cannot perform its work,
it cannot find the emptiness that could bring it into being. What dies with Zhong Ziqi is the process

of specta(c)torship, but also, importantly, in The Annals of Lii Buwei, the potentiality of appropriate

3 One of the central claims of this book is that, in order to think spectatorship rigorously (and especially in
relation to net art(), our fundamental assumptions about what spectatorship is need to be reconceived. I am
thus introducing the slightly awkward spelling specta(c)torship. The full significance of this will only
become apparent later on in Chapter V. Some preliminary orienting remarks regarding this term can be

found under the subheading 2. Specta(c)torship of the Introduction.
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political action. The main point of the story, in the context of this ancient political text, is that good
government relies on a synergy between the worthy advisor and the political ruler: good advice is
useless when political power is not ready to receive it in passive-active non-action. If there is no
one able to listen, then the gin4 is as good as mute. It is a simple and quite obvious point, really. But
then again, more than two millennia later there is a feeling that we are still missing it. How would
this political insight translate to the contemporary context of globalized technologically mediated
networks of power? The question goes now beyond the relationship between the worthy advisor and
the ruler, to bear on micro-power relations that define all the individuals immersed in these
networks. What would it mean, then, to be able to listen, to open oneself to the risks of
specta(c)torship in the context of contemporary digital cultures? And, what would be the stakes of

such a gesture?

We will turn in this project towards the fringes of digital cultures, engaging with a selected corpus
of net art(® works, in order to delve into this problematic and to unpack its implications from a
speculative philo-sophical/miso-sophical perspective. For those completely unfamiliar with net
art®, I recommend taking here a detour through the open access online course Net Art: A
Problematic Introduction (https://spectactor.thinkific.com/courses/net-art), that [ have developed in

collaboration with musician and artist Darie Nemes Bota, in order to get a glimpse at what net art(?)

4 Qin is translated in the fragment above—following a well established convention—as /ufe in order to
facilitate the comprehension for the western audience, although strictly speaking the gin does not have much
to do with a lute. The translation of gin as lute is just another instance that shows how deaf we are to the

nuances of non-western cultures, how unready to listen, how unready to perform the role of spectators.
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is and at some of the main theoretical problems that are at play in net art®. I will assume in the

following pages that the reader has a basic understanding of the art(®) practices in the field.5

(a parenthetical piece for unfinished digital piano

The sense of these pages does not simply rely on sequences of words, but, more importantly, on the
trajectories, allowed or imposed, in the spaces between them. These politically charged trajectories
are often rigidified, naturalized and ignored. In speech it is in such infrathin® spaces between words
that language is bare breath, with all the intricate ethical implications that follow. These written
pages are likewise punctuated by the blank spaces in-between, and would make little sense without
them, yet, no breath to stitch the words together. In an absurd (out of tune), non-sensical gesture, I
invite you to get lost in the infrathin spaces between these words that were never spoken, twisting
the politics that govern the trajectories between them, interrogating the (im)material subjectivities

that transpire when we lose the thread in the labyrinthine whiteness of the (digitally mimicked)

page.

I propose to use the basic capabilities of your internet browser to sonify the infinitesimal spaces
between the words on the following pages. Here is the general plan:
- split from the beginning of the text an 88-character long sequence, regardless of formatting;

- identify the positions of ' ' (spaces) in the sequence;

5 Net Art: A Problematic Introduction aims at familiarizing students without prior knowledge of art history
and art theory with the field of net art?, some of the main theoretical problems associated with it, but also to
raise stringent questions regarding life in contemporary digital cultures through the lens of net art(® works.
The course is in English, we are currently working on improving accessibility by adding English and

Romanian subtitles to the video lectures. The course can be accessed free by signing up at: _https://

spectactor.thinkific.com/courses/net-art.

6 For the infrathin see Manning 2020, 15-16.
Page 15 of 327


https://spectactor.thinkific.com/courses/net-art
https://spectactor.thinkific.com/courses/net-art

- for each ', generate a sound-wave with a frequency roughly corresponding to the respective
position on an 88-key piano;

- the duration of the sound is given by the number of characters that separate the respective '' from
the previous one;

- the starting moment of the sound is given by the position in the characterSet that [ will define of
either the character immediately preceding the ', or of the one immediately following it;

- repeat until reaching the end of the text;

For the actual implementation of this plan, see at the end of this /ntroduction the portion between
the tags <script> </script>. Paragraphs marked with '/* ... */' are comments for the 'human' reader.
If you are not familiar with coding in JavaScript and cannot follow the code, going through the
comments should still give you a pretty good idea of how this works. I kept the code very simple,
an unfinished sketch rather than a polished final product, and avoided the temptation to make the
resulting musical piece actually sound 'good'. I am interested in the absurdity of this piece and of its

relation with the text, not in transforming it into an enjoyable moment of entertainment.

Reading instructions:

Option .

I.a. Copy-paste the entire text from to the <!doctype html> declaration below up to where this
parenthesis closes (i.e. the end of the Introduction) in a text editor.

Lb. Save as a .html file.

I.c. Open the file with your internet browser.

I.d. Press the 'Start' button.

L.e. Listen. Read.

(Speaking of digital ruins... For how long will this code actually work?)
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Option II.

Read through the text here. The main text of the Introduction is the one between the <p
1d="mainText"> <p> tags (which instruct the browser to consider the entire text below as a single
paragraph). Pay special attention at the end of the Introduction to the text between the tags <script>

</script>.

So, here we go:

<!doctype html>

<html>

<head>
<meta charset="utf-8">
<title>a parenthetical piece for unfinished digital piano</title>

</head>

<body>
<div>
<button id="start" onclick="generate Audio()">Start</button>
<h2 id="clape"></h2>

<p id="mainText">

1. The Embodied Spectator in Net Art®
What is a spectator in net art(”)?
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Let us start by noticing that several recent theoretical discourses insist that net art(»7 practices
destabilize the ideas of 'work of art' and 'artist', in other words, that net art(® production cannot be
understood in terms of clearly defined subjects (artists, authors) and objects (art(®works). Dieter

Daniels, for example, talking about early net art(?) practice and its modernist roots, writes :

[E]arly Net-based art sought to overthrow and discredit [“art for art’s sake” autonomy ]
in favor of a supra-individual, discursive, processual, networked, collective art that, like
the notions of “meta-design” or “social sculpture”, was not representable in the form of

a simple, stable “work of art™ (Daniels 2009, 29).8

Daniels is hence proposing that net art(”works are not clearly defined objects, but instead ongoing
processes with supra-individual, networked, collective aspects. In a similar vein, Robert Sakrowski
proposes to use the term 'Net art activity' in order to emphasize the inherent performativity of net

art( works (Sakrowski 2009, 209, 213). For Sakrowski:

Net art activity is a composite phenomenon consisting of Net conditions (bandwidth and
protocols), hardware conditions (computer, monitors, etc.), and software (server, script

interpreter, etc.); furthermore it is based on dynamic exchange—on sharing—and hence

7 For the sake of consistency, [ will be using 'net art®' throughout this text to refer to relevant practices, even
when it is not the term preferred by the artists, critics, or theoreticians with which I am engaging. The
exceptions are direct quotations, where I reproduce the original text without any interventions. The same is
the case for 'art(?', 'specta(c)torship', and later on '<strike>human</strike>".

Discussion of the terminology, including the explanation of the superscripted parenthetical question mark of

'net art?®' follows shortly in the Introduction.

8 Daniels contends that subsequent generations of net-artists partially returned to a notion of the

'artwork' (Daniels 2009, 30, 38-43).
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on participation. It is essentially active, caught up in the process of (technological and
social) exchange, and only materializes under specific Net conditions. A final and
particular feature of Net art activity is that, in the process of its performance, it shares or
is shared and multiplies, and because of its inherent presentational form, (i.e. the Net

itself), it is always contextually enacted. (Sakrowski 2009, 216)

Consequently, Net art activity' challenges the institutional understanding of the art®work and of the
artist as the sole producer of the work (Sakrowski 2009, 217).9 Likewise, Ceci Moss, introduces the
term 'expanded internet art' to refer to a practice that critically engages with the 'informational
milieu', a practice that is more concerned with the affordances of informational networks and the
flow of information than with producing stable, definitive objects (Moss 2019, 3-4, 9-10).
Meanwhile, Ramzi Turki, from a different theoretical perspective, reflects on the gesture of sharing
on Facebook as net art(?) practice, contending that, because of the interactivity inherent in such
practice, the work becomes an immaterial technological 'condition' (Turki 2019, 32-35) for a
specific type of relational aesthetics (Turki 2019, 87-91)—a situation that destabilizes the common

understanding of the art®work as well as the figure of the author (Turki 2019, 91).

9 Sakrowski extends the concept of 'Net art activity' beyond what Daniels discusses as the first generation of

net artists (in the chronological terms set up by Daniels, that is beyond the mid 90’s).
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Whereas such attempts at fundamentally rethinking the net art(> work!? and the related question of
authorship in net art(® are relatively abundant, the figure of the spectator is rarely problematized.
What I mean is not that the process of specta(c)torship is not addressed in the literature on net art(?,
but rather that whenever it is addressed there are fundamental assumptions about the being and

becoming of the embodied spectator that are left unquestioned.

For example, in an in-depth study of specta(c)torship in net art(®, Michele White argues that a
critical discourse about internet and digital technologies has to engage with the constraints that
these technologies impose upon the bodies of the spectators (users, workers, but also programmers
in White’s understanding), and also with the biassed narratives of empowerment that are intrinsic to
the production of our embodied identities with respect to these technologies (White 2006, 177-178,
194-197). Nonetheless, despite acknowledging that technology participates in the production of
embodied subjectivity, White maintains a clear distinction between the body of the spectator and the
technological network in order to avoid the danger of collapsing physical bodies in a fantasy of
virtuality (that is, in order to avoid the confusion between the 'human' body in its materiality and
technologically mediated representations). For White, spatial metaphors (for example presenting the
computer screen as a 'window' into the virtual world, conceptualizing activity on the internet as

'surfing', etc.) provide a false promise of liberating the body by obscuring the distinction between

10 Rethinking the art( work and the question of authorship is far from being a problematic confined to net
art®. Quite on the contrary, it is consistent with larger theoretical debates that reconsider the status of the
art®work in contemporary artistic practice. Nicolas Bourriaud, for example, contends that in relational
aesthetics the art(work is a social interstice (Bourriaud 2002); Claire Bishop, referring to participatory art,
argues that 'the work of art as a finite, portable, commodifiable product is reconceived as an ongoing or long-
term project with an unclear beginning and end' (Bishop 2012, 2); and David Joselit proposes the concept of
'format' in order to theorize a shift from an object-based aesthetics to 'a network aesthetics premised on the

emergence of form from populations of images' (Joselit 2013, 43-55).
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on-screen representation and the 'real' body of the spectator placed in front of the screen (White
2006, 17-34). The critical task, then, for White’s project is to reinstate the priority and specificity of
the biological body and of its needs. This position is consistent with the common sense
understanding of specta(c)torship as a relation between an embodied subject that exists in itself and
an object/process exterior to the subject: the art”work. The interaction with the work is seen as a
set of impulses that are, strictly speaking, extrinsic to the embodied subject and model the body (or

are inscribed on it) from its outside.!!

Ramzi Turki is also addressing the peculiarities of the position of the spectator in net art(?), focusing
especially on the extent to which the spectator becomes an active participant in creating the work
(Turki 2019, 92-106). In order to foreground this fundamental change, Turki often prefers the term
inter-acteur instead of spectator.!2 Yet, Turki too, maintains unquestioned the premise that the
spectator/inter-acteur is an independent embodied 'human' subject that relates with exterior objects/
processes (artworks). As in White’s text, what remains unquestioned is the way in which
processes of specta(c)torship participate in the very construction and deconstruction of embodied

subjectivity.

11 Interestingly, White ends her argument with a nod towards Katherine Hayles’ concept of 'mindbody’,
overtly pointing towards the problematic of embodiment in net art(® specta(c)torship as ongoing negotiation
of a relational field that precedes subjects and objects (White 2006, 197). This is the perspective that I am

exploring in this text.

12 T will address separately below, in the section 2. Specta(c)torship of the Introduction, critical discourses
which argue for replacing the concept of 'spectator' with those of 'user', 'interactor' or 'inter-acteur'. In what
we are concerned here, these discourses, as well, leave unquestioned the embodied thinking subject engaged
in the process of specta(c)torship. What is at stake in these texts is the political position of the spectator
formulated in terms of agency and the lack thereof, however fundamental assumptions about embodied

subjectivity are taken for granted (see below).
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The notable exception to this line of discourse is the Simondon-inspired approach of Ceci Moss to
'expanded internet art'. Moss touches on the question of the "posthuman subject' with respect to the
potentialities opened up by the art®works (Moss 2019, 134-5), suggesting that the works play an
active role in the individuation of embodied subjectivity. Nonetheless, Moss’ project primarily deals
with artistic practice and the functioning of the art®work, and consequently the line of enquiry
concerned with the figure of the spectator remains unaddressed in more detail.!3 It is this line of
thought, which understands the encounter with net art(” works as participating in the very
constitution of embodied subjectivity, that will be pursued and examined more closely here in the

following chapters.

The intention of this project is to explore the problematic of embodiment by following impulses
generated in discrete situated encounters with specific net art(” works. In order to formulate an
understanding of specta(c)torship that does not rely on predefined embodied individuals, I will
engage in a close reading of Gilbert Simondon’s philosophical work, contending that
specta(c)torship can be understood as a process of individuation through which the embodied
subjectivity of the spectator is both constructed and deconstructed at the same time. I will argue that
this (de)construction of embodied subjectivity rests upon the political gesture of opening oneself up
as an unanswerable question—opening oneself up beyond one’s corporeal subjectivity as it is
defined in inter-individual systems of relations.!4 In formulating this argument, we will also
encounter Jussi Parikka’s understanding of bodies in terms of intensities, assemblages and
diagrammatics (Parikka 2010), Bernard Stiegler’s insistence that embodied thinking is inherently
technological (Stiegler 1998), and Yuk Hui’s theory of digital objects as tertiary protentions that are

intrinsic to the interplay of mental faculties (inasmuch as digital objects modulate the function of

13 T will return in more detail to relevant aspects of Moss’ work below.

14 See in this sense Chapters 111, IV and V.
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what Kant calls the transcendental imagination) (Hui 2016). Each time it will be a question of
critically engaging with these arguments, twisting and misreading them, rather than simply adopting

them as stable truths.

Before delving deeper into the problematic of embodied subjectivity, though, we should first

address two key concepts that are essential for this project: net art(?) and specta(c)torship.

2. Net Art®

The choice to use the term 'net art®' comes against a rather complex terminological dispute in the
field. It primarily intends to stress the specific technological networks inherent in the works, and
with them the social, economic, political, biological, ecological, etc. networks,!5 while avoiding the
implication that the works themselves are 'inside', or a part of, the internet.!¢ The technical
affordances of the internet are highly relevant for such works, but do not necessarily circumscribe
them. Let us briefly discuss here some of the possible alternative terminologies, in order to better
understand the implications of this choice and to explain the function of the parenthetical

superscripted question mark.

Discourses concerned with 'post-digital art' and 'post-internet art' have pertinently insisted that
contemporary art(?) practices operate in (and problematize) a context in which the distinction
between digital and non-digital, online and offline, is increasingly blurred, a context characterized

by the fact that digital computation is deeply inscribed in the fabric of our reality (Berry and Dieter

15 Arguments for understanding net art(” works as complex dynamic networks rather than clearly defined
objects, appear in the work of Daniels (2009), Sakrowski (2009), Moss (2019), or Turki (2019) mentioned

above.

16 A downside of the designation 'Internet Art' according to Annet Dekker (Dekker 2018, 20).
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2015, 1-6). In view of this, Gene McHugh, for example, identifies five interrelated meanings of the

'post-internet':

1. New Media art made after the launch of the World Wide Web, and thus, the
introduction of mainstream culture to the internet.

2. Marisa Olson’s definition: Art made after one’s use of the internet. “The yield” of her
surfing and computer use, as she describes it.

3. Art responding to a general cultural condition that may also be described as “Post
Internet”—when the internet is less a novelty and more a banality.

4. What Guthrie Lonergan described as “Internet Aware”—or when the photo of the art
object is more widely dispersed than the object itself.

5. Art from the Internet world that mutates to the conventions of the art world. As the
work mutates itself to become more like art world art, the work mutates art world art

to become more like the Internet. (McHugh 2011, 16)

In all of this senses, 'post-internet art' refers to practices that critically reflect on the increasingly
blurred line between online and offline experience, and problematize from within the ubiquity of
the technological network. Yet, it seems to me that the rather unfortunate prefix inscribes the terms
'post-digital' and 'post-internet' in an inadequate temporality (Cox 2015, 151-61)—despite the
insistence that 'post-' should not be understood in its temporal connotations in this case—and

contradicts their very premises.!7 Also, as Caitlin Jones suggests, dropping the 'net' from net art(?,

17 See also Geoff Cox and Jacob Lund’s essay The Contemporary Condition: Introductory Thoughts on
Contemporaneity & Contemporary Art (2016). Cox and Lund argue that terms such as 'post-internet art' are
demonstrations of an onto-epistemological confusion that inadvertently collapses in a totalizing logic of
periodization the uneven and layered coming together of temporalities that characterizes the contemporary

condition (Cox and Lund 2016, 10-15).
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or replacing it with 'post-internet' (or 'post-digital' for that matter) risks obfuscating the critical
knowledge about the network context of our lives and losing the capacity to explore and deconstruct
the effects of the technological network upon our lived realities (Jones 2018, 88)—thus obscuring
the very internet-awareness that the "post-internet' (and, similarly, "post-digital') is supposed to point
towards. Hence, I lean towards the older, established designation 'net art'. Nonetheless, I introduce
the superscripted parenthetical question mark, whose first function is to recognize (by marking in
print) the pertinence of this debate, the pertinence of the concerns raised by "post-digital art' and
'post-internet art', and more importantly in order to underline the relevance for our discussion of

art(? practices associated with these alternative umbrella terms.

Consequently, in this first sense, the parenthetical question mark also functions in distancing my
understanding of net art(® from definitions that rely exclusively on medium specificity. The term net

art( points rather towards Tom Corby’s definition of 'network art':

[...] network art is inclusive of practices that are formally complex but also works in
which technology is not a necessary and present condition for the realization and
dissemination of the work—such as books and performance. That is not to say that
network art is inclusive of all forms of creativity that have a passing relationship with
the Net or deal with the consequences of informational processing. This definition does
not include approaches that uncritically exploit networked technologies as a marketing
opportunity for older forms of art—but rather is inclusive of practices that thoughtfully
respond to the emergence of and widespread social, cultural, economic impact and take

up of networked information technologies. (Corby 2006, 2)
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Viewed in this way, net art( works rather then being 'medium specific' are instead instances of
critically engaging the specificity of networked digital media—critically engaging, that is, problems
related to the networked conditions that ground their production (including technological aspects,

but also social, political, and environmental issues among others).

The second meaning of the '®' stems from insisting that this research is itself nothing more (and
nothing less) than a process of specta(c)torship.!8 The question that this project faces is one of
specific dynamic relations and the corporealities emerging from them, and not one of
categorizations and mappings. I am not talking at any point about net art(® as a firm category, but
rather use the term as a loose handle to refer to a heterogeneous set of interrelated works. The works
discussed in this text come together by virtue of more or less explicit relations between them (as
these relations appear in the process of specta(c)torship) and not because they belong to the same
category. The second function of the parenthetical question mark is to remind the reader that net
art(” is not something in itself that one could positively describe, but a contingent handle, useful for

thought as long as it is not confused with a stable category.

A third function of the appended '®)', the most basic one, is to highlight the hesitation of using the
term 'art’ at all. Let us take an example. Lin Ke’s Data Foam Board (2013) is a print screen of a
MacBook desktop wallpaper representing a rocky ocean shore. Numerous desktop icons named

'data' are superimposed on the sea foam from the wallpaper image. This digital image is

18 T develop on the meaning of specta(c)torship in the next section.
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subsequently printed and exhibited in offline art spaces (archival inkjet print 120 x 57.56 cm).1° Is

this art?

Honestly, I do not know. But I do find the question relevant. It is a work that provokes, or allows
something to happen, something that I call specta(c)torship and that I am trying to understand. The
desktop loses its utility to become a playground. We are reminded that the wallpaper is a stream of
data that has to be synthesized in an image by perception. But is the printed image of the work still
a stream of data or is it something else? Is data cut out from its flow still data? Or does it dissipate
like foam? Is there an aesthetics to the flows of data and can it be captured? What is the relation
between me(? the spectator and the data? What is the relation between me(? the spectator and the
visual representation of data? What is the relation between me(?) the spectator and the playful visual
representation of the visual representation of data? Is there any difference if the representation is
digital or analogue? Does it matter if it is an analogue representation of a digital one (a digitally
made analogue representation)? Should 1 think about all this or should I just laugh at the joke?
What did Lin Ke intend? Does it matter what Lin Ke intended? How does 'Lin Ke' function as
metadata for the work (as a label)? Am 1) more than metadata with respect to the work (the nth
viewer)? Is there a work? What is the work? The abstract image? The image instantiated on each
computer monitor? The print of the digital image? etc. Rather naive questions, maybe, but enough
to destabilize the established relations that I(? have with the technology 1(» am immersed in. This is

the focal point of this project: processes specta(c)torship that problematizes the affordances of

19 An image of this work can be found in Bao Dong’s article Lin Ke: When New Media Becomes Old (Dong
2014). Bao Dong notes regarding Lin Ke’s practice: 'Lin Ke’s studio is his 2008 MacBook Pro, preloaded
with the Mac OS X 10.6.8 operating system and standard software including the Safari web browser,
Preview image viewer, and QuickTime 7.0 Pro for video, along with the addition of image editing software
Photoshop CS4 and Screenium for screencasting. This is his working environment; the internet provides an

endless supply of material'. (Dong 2014)
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digital networks. We can agree to call the works that open up such processes 'art', or we can call
them anything else. The works included in this research are pertinent to the subject not because they
are institutionally acknowledged as art(”works, but only inasmuch as they provoke or allow a

process of specta(c)torship to happen.

Nonetheless, the art(”work by itself will not tell us if it will or will not provoke an instance of
specta(c)torship—there are no objective criteria that would foretell the beginning of the process of
specta(c)torship—and, against an institutional theory of art(®, neither will the institutional context,
the art-world. The opening of a process of specta(c)torship, the opening of a crisis in which one’s
own(® body and the world are (de)constructed, is not something that can be institutionally ratified.
So who decides what is art(? and what is not, where specta(c)torship happens and where it does not?
No one. When it happens one can follow it, that is all.2° One cannot calculate it or predict it.
Specta(c)torship always happens form the outside, it is improbable, cannot be accounted for in
terms of probabilities and chains of causality. Hence, in a third sense, the '®' is supposed to keep the
undecidability of art(®—as that which is susceptible to provoke an instance of specta(c)torship—
from collapsing into an explicit answer, and also to attest to the improbability of the process that we

are trying to understand.

Fourthly, in spite of numerous theoretical efforts to the contrary, the term 'art' tends to carry in itself
a hint towards a distinction between 'art' and 'real life'. This duality is so present in its history that it
unwillingly resurfaces every time the question 'what is art?' is asked. And this question is always

intertwined with the problematic of the institutional art-world and of the regimes of power that

20 Although, I will argue, there is a method to the active/passive waiting/attention (attente/attention) that
allows specta(c)torship to happen and that further drives the process of specta(c)torship. This does not mean

though that something or someone can make specta(c)torship happen.
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inhere in it. The positions of net art(?) practitioners in this respect are varied. As Christiane Paul
mentions, some have explicitly opposed 'institutionalization' and resisted being assimilated into the
institutional art-world, while others argued that their work should be considered in the context of
'art in general' and be exhibited in galleries and museums (Paul 2009, 103). Again, for us, it is
relevant to open up the question rather than to side with one of the possible answers. If nothing else,
at least as an acknowledgement of the often-heard refrain 'this is not art' (present among art(?
practitioners both on- and offline), the inadequacy of the concept will be marked by the
parenthetical superscripted question mark. The insertion of the '®', by keeping open the
uncomfortable ambiguity of what counts and what does not count as 'art', gestures towards Rachel

Greene’s warning in the introduction to their seminal book Internet Art:

To confine the field to dominant art discourse would muffle its most vital anarchic
tendencies and undermine the benefits of a precise study of its singularities. Moreover,
one cannot gloss over the mutual suspicion between internet artists and institutions of
official culture, such as museums and galleries, that have persisted since the form’s

inception' (Greene 2004, 12)

Therefore, in this fourth sense, the appended '»' marks the tense relationship between net art(?
practice and art-institutions, and with it also the increasingly maligned, but not yet surpassed,

distinction between 'art' and 'real life'.

3. Specta(c)torship
One of the basic functions of the superscripted parenthetical question mark of 'art(®', as noted in the
previous section, is to point towards the dependency of the definition of art(® on the process of

specta(c)torship. But what does 'specta(c)torship' mean?
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While it is too early at this stage to define specta(c)torship,2! there are nonetheless four aspects that
should be briefly addressed here in order to start delineating the understanding that this text
proposes: the problematic of activity/passivity inherent in specta(c)torship; the relationship between
specta(c)torship and visuality; the problematic of writing as a gesture of specta(c)torship; and the

relationship between the question of specta(c)torship and that of embodiment.

The active/passive spectator

It is not unusual in the literature concerned with net art() to encounter a tendency to emphasize the
agency of the spectator, inasmuch as they are required to actively engage with the art®works. This
tendency is often reflected in the replacement of the term 'spectator' with those of 'user' (see for eg.
Lialina and Espenschied 2015), interactor (eg. Simanowski 2011), or inter-acteur (Turki 2019)

among others.

In 'Do You Believe in Users / Turning Complete User' Olia Lialina and Dragan Espenschied
underline the central role of the user in the history of computer technology and the fallacy of a
clear-cut distinction between the figure of an empowered hacker/programmer and a disempowered
user. They advocate for a study of digital folklore—'the customs, traditions and elements of visual,
textual, and audio culture that emerged from users’ engagement with personal computer
applications' (Lialina and Espenschied 2015, 1-2). From this perspective, the process of online
specta(c)torship (and also an important part of net art(?) practice) is an aspect of being a user, and, in
fact, a strict distinction between artists and spectators does not quite make sense. Josephine Bosma,
as another example, insists that the relationship between artists and audience changes essentially in

new media art(?, and under the heading of the 'active audience' discusses interactive practices that

21 For the definition of specta(c)torship see Chapter V.
Page 30 of 327



allow the audience to engage in the work socially or personally, beyond simply 'clicking

buttons' (Bosma 2006). In this sense, the audience is involved in the very production of the work—a
position that resonates with Turki’s notion of 'inter-acteur' that was mentioned above (Turki 2019).
In a different line of enquiry, Roberto Simanowski is critical of the theoretical paradigm that
focusses on embodied interactivity at the expense of meaning (Simanowski 2011, 120-2, 156-7).
Nonetheless, Simanowski uses the terms 'spectator’ and 'interactor' interchangeably. Rather than
simply downplaying the interactive dimension of net art(”) specta(c)torship, Simanowski's point is
that the interactivity that the works require has an important hermeneutic component.22 Although
the texts mentioned here rely on very different theoretical perspectives, and their arguments are not
necessarily compatible, nonetheless they all insist on the active meaning of being a spectator in

online environments.

At the same time, positions that uncritically eulogize the agency of the online spectator are
criticized for falling into a utopian view of the digital network, a view that fails to notice the extent
to which the internet can be disesmpowering and constraining, depriving the user/interactor/inter-
acteur of its very agency (see for eg. White 2006, 22-3, Taylor 2019, 5-14, but also Simanowski’s
critique mentioned above). Michele White advocates, in this sense, for using the terms 'spectator’
and 'spectatorship' with respect to the internet, rather than 'user', in order to underline the mediation
of the screen and the passive aspects of engaging with digital network technology (for example

sitting on a chair for hours in a row?23), but also, on the other hand, in order to foreground that no

22 Also, importantly, in Simanowski’s view interactivity is not exclusively a characteristic of digital art(, and

it is not necessarily empowering (Simanowski 2011).

23 For an interesting consideration of the 'cramped and bent bodies, bloated forms, errant flesh, static
positions, and aches and pains that occur because of the computer, keyboard, and screen' see The Flat and
the Fold: A Consideration of Embodied Spectatorship, the powerful afterward to White’s book on 'Internet

Spectatorship' (White 2006, 177-197)
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spectator is ever completely passive (White 2006, 8-10)—hence, that the terms 'spectator’ and

'spectatorship' can accommodate the active meaning of interaction.

Following these debates, it is important for us to keep in mind the eminently political question of
activity/passivity in the process of net art(? specta(c)torship (in relation to the problematic of
empowerment and disempowerment), yet this topic will have to be reformulated in terms pertinent
to the theory of specta(c)torship as a process of individuation.24 For now, inspired by Augusto
Boal’s term 'spect-actor' (Boal 2008),25 the function of the (c) of specta(c)torship is to open up (and
keep in the Open) the problematic of activity/passivity inherent to the process of specta(c)torship, a
problematic that was hinted at above by the figure of Zhong Ziqi, and that surfaces in theoretical
discourses concerned with net art(? through the debates around concepts such as user, interactor, or

inter-acteur.

Specta(c)torship and visuality

Designations such as user/ interactor/ inter-acteur move beyond the problematic of visuality, and in
doing so they evoke a rich thread of theoretical attempts to understand new media (and particularly
the internet) in more synesthetic terms than just visual or audiovisual. Laura U. Marks, for example,
insists on the haptic aspects of experimental new media and proposes a form of criticism that would
'restore a flow between the haptic and the optical' (Marks 2002, xiii). In the case of online
art®works such haptic criticism pays attention to the different levels of materiality that the works
reveal, hence rejecting a view of the internet as a disembodied transcendental space (Marks 2002,

177-191). Going in a somewhat similar direction, against understanding new media in terms of

24 Tt is only after critically addressing Simondon’s theory of individuation in Chapters III, IV, and V that it

will be possible to reformulate this political question.

25 See Chapter I below, where | expand on Boal’s position.
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(audio-)visual representation, Erin Manning theorizes new technologies as 'relationscapes' that
provide new potentialities for movement and thought, and in consequence new potentialities for the
becoming of living bodies (Manning 2009, 5-11). The discussion of digital media in Manning’s text
is grounded in a critique of experiments with new technologies in contemporary dance, but it is also
possible to understand the user/ interactor/ inter-acteur/ spectator of net art(? as participating in a
problematic of embodiment similar to that of the dancing bodies that Manning’s text explicitly
focusses on. Manning argues that many experiments with digital technologies in contemporary
dance reduce body movement to bits, transforming gestures in data for technology and failing to
contribute to 'movement’s experiential wholeness' (Manning 2009, 63). This happens when the
technological layer of the work is simply triggered by gestures that the software can recognize,
hence stabilizing the body and precluding the creation of new 'ecologies of experience' (Manning
2009, 63-66)—in the case of net art(® specta(c)torship this is the problematic of inputs (moving the
mouse, mouse clicks, pressing keys on the keyboard etc.) understood simply as gestures of a
predefined body, as gestures of a 'human' spectator. For Manning, digital technologies (inasmuch as
they have to operate with actual ones and zeroes and rely on preset parameters) tend to stabilize the
possible becomings of the moving body, and in order to recover the unknowability of the body we
would have to create the context in which bodies are emergent with the technology rather than
being simply added to it, or rather than simply adding technology to the body as external prosthesis

(Manning 2009, 65).

While my interest in embodied subjectivity deeply resonates with these attempts at conceptualizing
new technologies and the internet in terms that go beyond visuality, nonetheless I posit this
theoretical enquiry as a discourse on 'specta(c)torship'. Why returning to a terminology that
etymologically implies seeing, the power of the gaze, specto, when the visual regimes that ground

our society come increasingly under critique, and works that operate at the intersection of art(?) and
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technology arguably allow us to move away from the strictly the audio-visual domain into more

complex explorations of the 'haptic' (Marks) or of 'movement’s experiential wholeness' (Manning)?

Paradoxically, it is exactly because of the relevance of such critique that seeing cannot be eluded
from the question. Moving beyond visuality implies a critical examination of the visual rather than
simply neglecting it, as Marks’ concept of 'haptic visuality' implies. Critical approaches to visual
media have cogently argued, that our experience of the world is now more centered on visual and
visualization than it ever was before (Mirzoeff 1999), that our capacity to see and make sense of
ourselves and of our world passes through technologies of perception and representation such as
photography, cinematography and electronic media (Sobchack 2004, 135-162), or that visual
representation systems participate in both the reinforcement and the problematization of the
political unconscious formed by the dominant order (Mulvey 1989, 14-26)—specifically the cinema
in Mulvey’s argument, but a critical reading of this contention can be extended to contemporary
networked digital media (see White 2006, 35-55). The corollary of all these positions is that in order
to navigate the contemporary condition we need to critically approach the question of visuality,
rather than pretending to simply circumvent it.26 As Heidegger observes in The Age of the World

Picture, ours is a cultural context predicated on visuality, in which representation permeates

26 See in this sense also (White 2006, 8). White contends that looking is still a significant aspect of computer
use, despite theoretical attempts of postulating the 'user' beyond the problematic of visuality. While agreeing

with White’s position, the argument here will take a different trajectory.
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everything, starting with materiality in its (infinitely mediated) immediacy.2’ There is no outside of
the visual, strictly speaking, at least not in the sense of an absolute exterior where one could be

positively placed beyond the world canceled in (visual) representation.

I understand then the process of specta(c)torship, as a critical folding of the system of

representation against itself, a folding of visuality against itself—which opens up towards positions
such as those formulated by Marks and Manning. In specta(c)torship we find ourselves(? catching a
glimpse of the closure of representation from within, (de)constructing it as it were by being affected

into leaving ourselves(? behind (see the figure of Zhong Ziqi).28

Writing as a gesture of specta(c)torship

'Speaking is not seeing' claims Blanchot (Blanchot [1969] 1993, 25). 'To see is to make use of
separation, not as mediating, but as a means of immediation, as immediating' (Blanchot [1969]
1993, 28), while speaking (which is always already writing), Blanchot insists, constitutes a peculiar
relation to the (impossible) outside, it constitutes a detour that is suspended between visible and
invisible. Speaking, for Blanchot, is (constitutively) relation to the Other as absolute otherness, as
absolute outside. Speaking means attending to (waiting for, paying attention to, caring for) the turn

and return inherent in the relation to the absolute outsideness of the Other. Consequently, speaking

27 'Hence world picture, when understood essentially, does not mean a picture of the world, but the world
conceived and grasped as picture. What is, in its entirety, is now taken in such a way that it first is in being
and only is in being to the extent that it is set up by man, who represents and sets forth. Wherever we have
the world picture, an essential decision takes place regarding what is, in its entirety. The Being of whatever
is, is sought and found in the representedness of the latter' (Heidegger [1950] 1977, 129-130). My reading of
this argument in terms of materiality and (im)mediation, obviously, reformulates this insight in terms that are

relevant for my work, different from those preferred by Heidegger.

28 The argument for this position can be found in Chapter V.
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is incommensurable with the evidence of seeing, with the figure of immediacy involved in sight.2?
What Blanchot misses, though, is the intensive dimension of seeing before sight, the intensive
affective plane of visuality before being canceled in representation, before being canceled in the
immediacy of presence. Against Blanchot, seeing is not seeing (in the Blanchodian sense of
immediation) either. There is a turn to seeing before the image, there is an intensive affectivity that
comes to be canceled in sight as well as in writing30—and it is this intensive field that is at stake in
specta(c)torship. If speaking is not seeing, this is not because seeing cancels difference in
immediation, while speaking does not, but rather because the genesis of representation is different
in the two cases. One sees what cannot be spoken and speaks what cannot be seen (cf. Deleuze

[1986] 2004, 55-75).

There are always ideal and intensive remainders in the genesis of representation: speaking (with
Blanchot) operates from within the ideal and intensive genesis of seeing derailing it and turning it
against itself, but it has access to the ideal and intensive only as the remainder of seeing (and more

generally perceiving)—as that which cannot be canceled in sensorial representation, a remainder in-

29 For Blanchot’s formulation of the difference between 'speaking' and 'seeing' see (Blanchot [1969] 1993,
25-32).

30 This intensive affectivity is 'immediating' in Erin Manning’s sense of the term (Manning 2020, 37), as
relation that produces the presence of the individuals who come to be in relation, experience that 'grows from
the middle'. This is essentially different, though, from the sense of immediation that I criticize here, namely,
the canceling of difference in the seemingly immediate experience of presence. The argument resonates with
Manning’s position, even if the choice of terminology is at odds: the present of sensible experience is
infinitely mediated (in my words)/the result of immediation (in Manning’s words), and sensible experience
(seeing in our case, and it is not just an example among others) always points backwards towards the
contingency of its genesis. The detour towards the Outside, that Blanchot reserves for speaking, is performed
just as much in seeing, in those instances where seeing goes beyond representation—as for example in

Mark’s 'haptic visuality' (2002).
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formed (striated) by the process of seeing of which it is the remainder. Speaking, while opening
towards this 'outside' of sensible experience, nonetheless cancels it towards representation—a
representation that remains constitutively incompatible with that produced by seeing. At the very
same time, seeing (and perceiving more generally) is nothing but an operation grounded in the
remainder of 'linguistic' representation—a remainder in-formed (striated) by the language of which
it is the remainder (where language has to be understood as basic signification: a trace that
(dis)orients).3! Phenomena (and visual phenomena among them) do not constitute a primordial
ground, as sometimes understood in existential phenomenology,3? but emerge only in an ideal and
intensive interplay that is always already striated by language.33 Nonetheless, as Deleuze insists in
his study on Foucault, speaking does not causally determine seeing, and neither does seeing
causally determine speaking, they are different operations continuously intertwined with each other
but functioning under different regimes (Deleuze [1986] 2004, 55-75). What is common to speaking
and seeing is the interplay of ideal planes and intensive fields that are negotiated and canceled (in
different yet strictly intertwined ways) in language and sight—an interplay which I will argue is

itself recurrently grounded in the (de)construction of its actual (mis)representations. The point here

31 It should be noted that this is not an understanding limited to 'humans', but a characterization of the
condition of being alive. Perception is in its basic meaning time, i.e. difference (more exactly 'différance'),
while signification is the potentiality of directed movement, the potentiality of following a trace, i.e.

(dis)orientation.

32 For example in the film phenomenology developed by Sobchack (1992), which is an important reference
for phenomenologically inflected studies of net art and specta(c)torship in net art—see for example White
(2006).

33 Cf. Sarah Ahmed’s insistence that phenomena depend upon the history of their arrival, i.e. that the
coagulation of phenomena is oriented, and that this orientation is historically contingent (Ahmed 2006,
41-44, 65-107)—hence Ahmed’s argument for the importance of a politics of disorientation (Ahmed 2006,

157-179).
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is that seeing operates in relation to an outside of speaking, just as much as speaking operates in

relation to an outside of seeing.

It takes a coagulation of intensity into images in order to reach the distance negated as immediacy
in sight. Before the image there is always this coagulation, this individuation, this construction—
which is always also a (de)construction—that, using Blanchot’s words, should be called 'the turn of
the turning, the “version” that is always in the process of inverting itself and that in itself bears the
back and forth of a divergence' (Blanchot [1969] 1993, 30). And continuing the phrase with and
against Blanchot: the speech (of) which we are trying to speak (which is always already writing) is
a return to this first turning, namely to the intensive (im)possibility of sight and language. The
imminent outside is always deferred and differed, always after the next step, and the intensity of
this deferral is canceled both in sight and in language, in incongruent yet strictly interrelated ways.
Specta(c)torship, as it will be understood here, is in this sense a process that decentres
representation from within, patiently, wearingly, by dwelling in the space of this intensive deferral;
a deconstruction of visuality and of writing through each other (even when, or especially when,
specta(c)torship is not strictly visual), a deconstruction that lets a possible closure of the system of
representation be glimpsed yet not reached, a closure that is at the same time that of a system of
writing. Thus the methodological imperative, inherent in such processes of specta(c)torship, to
follow the movement of sense towards and against language and sight, towards and against
language as sight and sight as language (towards and against the pretended stability of the system of

representation as relations between subjects and objects that are identical with themselves).

What does this methodological imperative mean more exactly? It means that it is necessary to write

in an experimental language that plays at the borders of what is possible and what is proper in a
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given language, folding language against itself (and failing to do so).34 The attempt in this project is
to practice writing as a gesture of specta(c)torship, rather than using writing to reflect on the process
of specta(c)torship from its outside. In other words, to be clear, I claim that this text is not simply
'about' net art(?) specta(c)torship, but a trace left by a process of net art(? specta(c)torship folded
against itself (the trace left by a process of net art(?) specta(c)torship that is reflexively concerned

with its dynamic).35

There are two different registers of research and writing that coagulate in this experiment. On the
one hand, the attempt is to follow impulses that emerge in the dynamic relational fields that
constitute specific instances of specta(c)torship: a type of writing that exists as an erratic trace of
the process through which the embodied spectator (also the embodied subject that comes to sign the
written trace) and the work of art( emerge;3¢ a form of writing that is necessarily unstable and non-
teleological, that literally has no purpose. On the other hand, the attempt is to recursively navigate
the themes that emerge from these erratic traces, to coagulate them around stable concepts, and to
thematize the intrinsic failure of doing so. In this case it is a question of playing the traces left by
the process of specta(c)torship against themselves, and against a consistent philosophical

framework (specifically, the theory of individuation), not in order to solve the tensions that

34 Lengthy parenthetical remarks, parenthetical letters, superscripted question marks, invented words, the use
of HTML and JavaScript code to sonify the spaces between the words, printing specific words between non-
functional HTML tags, and the introduction of aporetic concepts are among the strategies employed in this

text.

35 In the same sense, I see the critical reading of theoretical texts (especially the reading of Gilbert
Simondon’s theory of individuation) to be a process of specta(c)torship rather than an objective analysis of

these texts from an outside.

36 An erratic trace inasmuch as there is no telos to specta(c)torship, but also as a consequence of the
destabilization of the art®work (widely discussed in the field, see above) because it does not provide

anymore a stable point of reference (if an art®work ever did that).
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generated them, but, on the contrary, in order to intensify them, deepening the crisis of
specta(c)torship by unpacking its premisses and following its consequences. Let us call these two

registers of research and writing, provisionally, erring and labyrinth.

The erring stages start with the works (or rather with specific instances of specta(c)torship), they
have no clear telos and no pre-established function to perform: problems emerge as one follows the
impulses inherent in the works. The labyrinth sections go over the same problematic space all over
again, rethinking and reformulating the problems, this time from the point of view of the theory of
individuation. Erring leaves traces, and these traces can be followed. Following a trace is not
anymore erring. Erring is fluid, it cannot be stabilized, it cannot be halted, its directions cannot be
predicted. But the paths it carves are stable, quite a labyrinth to get lost in. The same river twice.
Pli. La plissure du texte. Stable paths that never reach their destination, that point towards a solution
always receding and towards a beginning as a lack of origin. The labyrinth as the imminence of a

solution (see below).

Writing and rewriting, turning and returning, the two threads became more and more entangled to
the point of being at times hardly distinguishable. That being said, Chapters II, IV and VI still bear
the traces of the erring stages of the project, while Chapters I, Il and V emerged mostly from the
labyrinth stages. What happens in this movement in two steps is a dynamic of destabilization and
re-stabilization of the problematic field addressed in this project, a dynamic that uncovers it from
different and surprising angles. As a consequence, this text is not only addressing net art(?)
specta(c)torship from the perspective of the theory of individuation, but also operates interventions

in the theory of individuation through a process of net art(? specta(c)torship.
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Yet, the possibility of writing about specta(c)torship, or even as a gesture of specta(c)torship, is
necessarily a symptom of its failure, an erring against language and sight, against signification and
representation, that coagulates as language, as sight, as signification, as representation. The outside
always remains 'a venir', imminently, always after the next step, after the next turn. In this sense the
parenthetical ¢ of specta(c)torship marks the différance of seeing from itself (also of seeing from
speaking), and with it the (de)construction of the system of representation, which, we will see,
implies the (de)construction of the embodied thinking subject. Such are the stakes of

specta(c)torship.

Specta(c)torship and embodied subjectivity

Mark Hansen argues in New Philosophy for New Media that beneath any technical image lies the
framing function of what he calls the 'human' body (Hansen 2004, 7-8). Hansen bases his position
on the Bergsonian insight that the world is composed of images, and that perception means the
selection of a subset of images by a center of indetermination, that is, by the living body (Hansen
2004, 3-8). For Hansen, as media lose their material specificity—this being, in his account, an
important characteristic of the digital—'the body takes on a more prominent function as a selective
processor of information' (Hansen 2004, 21), the body informs the medial interfaces through its
perceptual and affective possibilities (Hansen 2004, 21). What Hansen means is that the digital
image, and by extension the digital art(> work, has no existence prior to being framed by the body.
The content of the digital work, whatever that might be, is 'generated only in and through the
viewer’s corporeal, affective experience, as a quasi-autonomous creation' (Hansen 2004, 28).
Importantly, for Hansen, the body that frames the digital work, in doing so, also frames itself
(Hansen 2004, 12). We will take this insight as our starting point. Yet, the problem with Hansen’s
account is the assumption that the body of the spectator, this body that frames itself through

specta(c)torship, is 'human'. In contrast, let us start by going backwards and asking what is 'human'

Page 41 of 327



to the body? Is this qualification necessary? And, what happens when this label is attached? Our
being 'human'—the way in which that happens, to what extent and with what consequences—is an

open question, not an a priori truth that we can uncritically rely upon.

I read Hansen’s argument as being a compelling demonstration that the framing function of the
body with respect to digital works is essentially different from the framing function of the body
with respect to analogue media. Consequently, the body which is framing itself (in the same
process) must be essentially different—hence the interrogation of the label 'human'. I take
specta(c)torship to mean (de)constructing one’s(? body in the process of engaging with a work that
itself exists only through this encounter and, as one of the first consequences of interrogating the
label "human', the difference between the work and the body becomes beautifully blurred. Chapter
11 will further examine, along these lines, what it means to name a body 'human', however for the
purpose of this initial argument suffice to say that: on the one hand, net art(® specta(c)torship will
be understood, in line with Hansen’s argument, as a process through which the online work emerges
inasmuch as it is framed by a body, and the body emerges inasmuch as it is being framed by the

encounter with the work; on the other hand, this time diverging from Hansen, I will abstain from
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immediately qualifying as 'human' this center of indetermination that emerges in the process of

forging images.37

What is at stake in the process of specta(c)torship is the way 'we', the spectators, understand our
own( bodies, and, at the same time, the very being and becoming of these bodies (the body framing
'itself'). Specta(c)torship uncovers (inasmuch as it provokes) and provokes (inasmuch as it
uncovers) infinitesimal shifts in what the bodies engaged in (/by) this process are, do and mean, and
these shifts are dependent on the particularities of the technologies (both in the sense of machinery/
devices and in the sense of scientific and philosophical, but also political, discourses on the fechné
and subtended by the fechné) involved in this process. Any such minute disturbance has rippling
effects that range from how we define ourselves as individuals, to the dynamics of the socio-
economic and political structures that we are immersed in, to the way we perceive and understand
our environment, and all the way back to what the bodies involved in the process of specta(c)torship
are, do and mean and how they become. An eternal return of the body, but not of the same body.
The 'human' body, if it was ever there, is glitched in this feedback loop. Differences intensify in
countless repetitions, and an ever-widening gap opens between our(? unstable bodies always on the

point of leaving themselves behind, and the inertial, institutionally reinforced understanding of

37 A general remark on the ethical aspects of such a project must be made here. Criticizing the 'human' does
not mean condoning any kind of brutality. On the contrary, the main point of the argument is that labeling a
body 'human' already constitutes an unacceptable aggression against it—that something essential is lost in
order for the tag 'human' to make sense. Criticizing the "human' does not mean opening the door to abuse
against embodied subjects but an exponential enlargement of responsibility—and I hope this will be clear
throughout this text for the reader. The social and political risk of such views—a risk which we cannot afford
to ignore—is paralysis under this immense responsibility that we have towards the other, and not a surge in
brutality. That is to say, from an ethical point of view, 'humanism' already supposes an unacceptable
aggression inscribed at its core, even when it functions at its best. The ethical striving of "humanism' is to be

exponentially complexified and not erased.
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these bodies as stable givens (i.e. 'human bodies"). It is in this gap, in the space of this crisis, that the

present work operates.

Echoing Deleuze and Guattari’s discussion of the body without organs in 4 Thousand Plateaus
(Deleuze and Guattari 1987), without strictly following their lead, I call 'bodies' the complex, ill-
defined, fluid assemblages that ground the triplet organism, signification, subjectification, and that,
from the perspective of the embodied 'human' subject, can be reached only through
deterritorialization movements that destabilize the stratified organism and the signification and
subjectification systems that ground it. In Brian Massumi’s terms we could understand these fluid
assemblages as bodies without image (Massumi 2002, 57-58). Except that the body always has to
keep a bit of the image that it is struggling against. And this project is concerned primarily with this
failure. I will pay attention to the imposition of a specific set of signs, a specific set of images on
these bodies without image, that is, I will pay attention to the way in which fluid assemblages of
intensities, are censored and modeled in order for the familiar form of a 'human body' to make sense
(and with it the interplay of organism, subjectification and signification), as well as to the failed

struggles against this image and to their consequences.38

In this context, specta(c)torship should be understood as an intensive field of individuation, and not
merely as a mode of a subject-object relation—in other words, the problematic of specta(c)torship is
not that of 'embodied human subjects' interacting with works of art(?), but rather that of a system of
corporealities emerging in a process of individuation. At the same time, the question is: how and

why this system comes to be (mis)understood as 'human bodies' in relation with works of art(?)?

38 For a further discussion concerning the definition of the body as assemblage of intensities, see Chapter I,

section 1. 1. The Embodied Who as a Field of Relations.
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Admittedly, all this is absurd at this point; it is a leap away from an outdated, if still prevalent,
anthropocentric paradigm, towards a fiction with a post-humanist tint. Jumping from one extreme
term of the crisis to the other, ignoring the labyrinth in between, is never enough. Nonetheless,
stepping into the convoluted space of this crisis (into the labyrinth that we ourselves are), cannot be
anything but a necessary error (the very error through which the labyrinth emerges) (see Chapter 1

below).

It will take a further elaboration of the question of individuation—and more specifically, in
Simondonian terms, an outline of the process of technical individuation in relation to psychic
individuation and the problematic of the transindividual—in order to clarify the problematic of net
art(? specta(c)torship in particular, and specta(c)torship more generally, with respect to the
questions of bodies and embodiment contoured above. Meanwhile, this brief sketch will be enough
to give us the first clues about the problematic that, I claim, is missing from the discussions of net
art(: the (de)construction of the embodied subject in the process of specta(c)torship. This position
is essentially different from arguing that a given biological 'human' body is extended, enhanced,
deconstructed or otherwise modified in its interaction with digital technology. Rather, I argue that

the body in its organicity exists only through its (de)constructions.

Thus, extending Hansen’s argument that the body of the spectator is framing itself in the encounter

with the art®work, this text discusses the bodies that emerge in the process of net art(?

specta(c)torship, and the forces that shape them, asking:
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What are then the parerga (the frames, the limits, the contours) that would define the bodies that

emerge in net art(?) specta(c)torship?39

Can these bodies still be conceived as 'human'?

What is gained and what is lost by attaching the label 'human' to these bodies?

In a general sense, these will be the main questions guiding the present research; not that any
positivist answers will be provided; these questions are rather markers of convoluted theoretical
territories (interconnected labyrinths) that will be repeatedly traversed, sometimes in opposite
directions. We will arrive again and again in the proximity of these questions, attempting not a
closure by means of final answers but, on the contrary, the preservation of the tensions they open
up. It will gradually become clear that these are immediate political problems and not mere

theoretical speculations (if there ever is such thing as 'mere theoretical speculation').

At the same time, a question of methodology imposes itself (again): how to write about a body in its
particularity while at the same time avoiding hastily enclosing it in the borders of the 'human'? How
to write about a body before its submission to a strictly defined subjectivity that fits the specific
power structures of humanism? That is, how to write about a body that slips from the grip of

personal pronouns and possessives (but that is nonetheless specific, that is not 'the body', and

39 [ am using here Derrida’s understanding of the parergon (Derrida [1978] 1987, 9)—that which belongs to
the ergon, the work (in this case the body) as a surplus or a supplement, neither work nor outside work, but
which nonetheless, from its marginal position, gives rise to the work. The choice of this terminology

becomes instrumental for the arguments in Chapter I1.
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neither 'a body')?40 Is it even possible for language to reach outside itself and point towards a
singularity defined by fluid, ever-changing frames, to point towards a body that refuses the stability

of the 'human'?

It is not by chance that by problematizing the body we arrive in the space of the same
methodological question (regarding language and the possibility of writing) that was raised by
problematizing visual representation (see above). Nonetheless it will take a further elaboration of
specta(c)torship as individuation (through a critical reading of Simondon’s theory of individuation)
in order to explain why this happens and to show that this is indeed the same problematic.4! For
now, let us just reiterate that this methodological question haunts the present text, and while it
remains without a final answer, three concrete consequences do coagulate (all three were already
briefly discussed above): 1. the intertwining of erring and labyrinth threads that respond to two
different registers of writing and research which aim to allow the body at stake in specta(c)torship
(the embodied thinking subject (de)constructing itself in specta(c)torship) to inscribe its traces; 2.
the necessity to experiment with the possibilities of language as a way of attending to that which

comes to language from outside representation; 3. the necessary recognition that the process of

40 T will often speak of 'my(™ body', 'one’s(™ body' or 'one’s own(” body' in order to emphasize a certain
specificity and to stress that it is not exact to say 'the body' and neither 'a body', also to underline that the 'T'
happens somewhere upon this body, against it. Nonetheless, the personal pronouns and the possessives fail to
grasp the complexity of a divergent body that is drifting away from subjectification, organism and

signification, hence the appended '®' to note this inconsistency.

41 To anticipate: because the process of specta(c)torship problematizes the conjunction of phenomenogenesis

and ontogenesis.
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specta(c)torship can coagulate in writing only as a symptom of its failure, namely as a fall into
representation and signification of a process that deconstruct representation and signification.4
</p>

</div>

<script>
/* using the Web Audio API to set up an AudioContext, and declaring some global variables*/
const context = new AudioContext();

const gainNode = context.createGain();

gainNode.connect(context.destination);

gainNode.gain.value = 0.2;

const oscList = [];

const freqList = [];

let freq = null;

let £ =null;

let osc = null;

/* alist of all the characters that the 'unfinished piano' takes into account */

42 Which is to say, writing as a gesture of specta(c)torship (the writing that this project attempts to perform)
cannot have any claim to truth. Neither to truth as adequation, because it always betrays the process that
produces the written trace (specta(c)torship), nor to truth as unconcealment, because that which is to be
revealed (the embodied thinking subject inasmuch as it is thinking) remains always 'a-venir' differed and

deferred.
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/* this is the function called when pressing the 'Start' button */
function generateAudio() {
/* hide the start button. no way of stoping or pausing the audio except by closing the page or
reloading it */

document.getElementByld("start").style.visibility = "hidden";

/* create an array with 88 frequencies, roughly corresponding to the 88 piano keys.
(pretending to mimic an analogue musical instrument mirrors the channeling of writing performed
on digital devices into analogue formats) */

for 1=0;1<88;1++) {

f=440 * (2 ** ((i-49)/ 12));
freqList.push(f);

}

for (1=0;1<88;i++) {

oscList.push(i);

/* now freqList contains the 88 frequencies, and oscList contains numbers from 0 to 87.
call the function whatToPlay */

whatToPlay();
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/* here we figure out which frequencies to play */
function whatToPlay() {
/* get the mainText from the document */

var text = document.getElementByld("mainText").innerHTML;

/* if the text has less than 88 characters, then print on the page 'the end' and stop the audio
context;

else, let's find out what frequencies to play; */

if (text.length < 88) {
var clape = text.toLowerCase().slice(0, text.length);
document.getElementByld("clape").innerHTML = clape;
document.getElementByld("mainText").innerHTML = "<b>the end</b>";
context.close();

} else {
/* slice the first 88 characters from the text, and store them in a variable called 'clape';
make these 88 characters more visible on the page;
cut these 88 characters from the main text;
*/
var clape = text.toLowerCase().slice(0, 88);
document.getElementByld("clape").innerHTML = clape;

document.getElementByld("mainText").innerHTML = text.slice(88, text.length);

/* declare variables for:

the startMoment of each sound;
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the duration of each sound;

the duration of each 88-character long sequence (called here lineDuration);

the variable 'alege' will help us choose if the startMoment of the sound is decided based
on the position of the previous character or that of the subsequent character;

*/

var startMoment = 0;

var duration = 0;

var lineDuration = 0;

var alege = 0;

/* for 1 going from 0 to 87 do the following: */

for 1=0;1<88;1++) {

/* if the character in the position i is ' ' (space) then */

if (clape[i] ==="") {

/* if it is the first character in the sequence:

the startMoment has to be given by the index of the subsequent character (i+1); give
it a duration of 1 sec (an exception from the rule, because there are no characters preceding it); call
the playTone function letting it know the position of the ' ' in the sequence (given by i—which will
tell playTone what frequency to play), the startMoment of the sound, and its duration.*/

if (i==0) {
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/* startMoment (in seconds) is calculated by multiplying 1/10 (seconds) with the
position of the next character (because in this case there is no previous character) in the
characterSet that I defined;

1 + index of that character because the index starts from 0 and I actually want 'a’'
to return the value 1 not 0, 'b' 2, 'c' 3 etc; also, if a character is not found in the characterSet the
value returned by indexOf is -1, adding 1 makes it 0, which avoids crushing the code by calling the
function to produce a sound in the past)

*/

startMoment = (1 / 10) * (1 + characterSet.indexOf{clape[i + 1]));

duration = 1;

playTone(i, startMoment, duration);

//calculate lineDuration at this point

lineDuration = startMoment + duration;

//reset the duration to 0, for the next sound

duration = 0;

/*else, if this is the last character in the sequence:

the startMoment has to be given by the index of the previous character (i-1); the
duration accumulates with each character that is not a space (see the last else in this for loop), so in
this case the duration is fine, no need for a special case; call playTone, as explained above;

*/

else if (i==87) {
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startMoment = (1 / 10) * (1 + characterSet.indexOf{(clape[i - 1]));

playTone(i, startMoment, duration);

/* to get the duration of the entire sequence of 88 characters I simply need to find
the highest value of startMoment + duration; so, if current lineDuration is smaller then the
startMoment + duration of this sound, then update lineDuration to startMoment + duration of this
sound; */

if (lineDuration < startMoment + duration) {

lineDuration = startMoment + duration;

//reset duration to O for the next sound;

duration = 0;

/* else, if the ' ' is neither the first, nor the last character in the sequence, then:

randomly peak a value of -1 or 1 for the var alege;

startMoment will be determined either by the index in our characterSet of the
previous character in the sequence (if alege turns out to be -1) or of the next character in the
sequence (if alege turns out to be 1); this small randomization makes the piece slightly different
every time, bringing to the fore the performative aspect of code: you are not listening to a piece that
is prerecorded, but to your computer executing this code in real time;

call playTone as above; update lineDuration if needed; reset duration to 0, so it starts

accumulating for the next sound,

*/
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else {

alege = Math.random() <0.5 ? -1 : 1;

startMoment = (1 / 10) * (1 + characterSet.indexOf(clape[i + alege]));

playTone(i, startMoment, duration);

if (lineDuration < startMoment + duration) {

lineDuration = startMoment + duration;

duration = 0;

/* else, if the carracter in the 1 position is not ' ', add 0.2 sec to the duration; in this way,
each time we encounter a character other than '' the duration of the next sound increases with 0.2
sec. */

else {

duration = duration + 0.2;

/* at this point i is updated to i + 1 and we go to the next iteration of the loop;

once i reaches 88, the for loop finishes;

*/
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/* wait until the current line finishes, then play next 88 char line (call again the
whatToPlay function);

lineDuration * 1000 because lineDuration will be in seconds and this function expects
the argument in milliseconds

*/

setTimeout(whatToPlay, lineDuration * 1000);

/* this is the function that we call to actually play the sounds;

it receives from the calls located in the whatToPlay function the position of the ' ' (given by 1),
the startMoment and the duration. These parameters will be called inside this function osc, st, and
dur;

*/

function playTone(osc, st, dur) {

//create a sine wave oscillator placed in the oscList array at the index number given by osc
oscList[osc] = context.createOscillator();

oscList[osc].type = "sine";

/* give a smaller gain value for higher frequencies, a bigger gain value for lower
frequencies, so the discrepancies in how loud we perceive the sounds are not too big;
decrease the gain with setTargetAtTime before stoping the oscillator, to avoid the clicks that

happen when the oscillator stops suddenly */
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let noteGainNode = context.createGain();

if (osc >= 60) {

noteGainNode.gain.value = .05;

noteGainNode.gain.setTargetAtTime(0, context.currentTime + st + dur - 0.05, 0.015);
} else if (0sc < 60 && osc >=40) {

noteGainNode.gain.value = .3;

noteGainNode.gain.setTargetAtTime(0, context.currentTime + st + dur - 0.05, 0.015);
} else if (osc < 40) {

noteGainNode.gain.value = .5;

noteGainNode.gain.setTargetAtTime(0, context.currentTime + st + dur - 0.05, 0.015);

oscList[osc].connect(noteGainNode);

noteGainNode.connect(gainNode);

/* pass to the oscillator the corresponding frequency from freqList (calculated in the
generateAudio function);

start the oscillator at current time + start moment of the sound;

stop the oscillator at current time + start moment + duration;

*/

oscList[osc].frequency.value = freqList[osc];

oscList[osc].start(context.currentTime + st);

oscList[osc].stop(context.currentTime + st + dur);
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/ %
+- some unintended bugs in the code and differences in how specific browsers implement the

Web Audio, and you can hear the result;

*/

</script>

</body>

</html>
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Chapter I: Preliminary Formulation of the Problematic of

Specta(c)torship

The aim of this chapter is to lay the foundations for the theoretical project of this book by sketching
in a preliminary manner an understanding of specta(c)torship as a dynamic system of relations. This
involves a change of perspective from an angle that privileges the figure of the individual, to an
angle that accounts for the being and becoming of individuals as results of the systems of relations

that shape them.

In order to establish this perspective, the chapter will first engage with Jussi Parikka’s theory of
embodied subjectivity in Insect Media (Parikka 2010) and subsequently develop a close reading of
Gille Deleuze’s critique of the dogmatic image of thought (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 169-217). For
Deleuze, thinking is driven by the encounter with the sentiendum (the limit of sensibility) which
disturbs the harmonious interplay of the faculties of thought, thus decentring the embodied subject
and problematizing its unity and identity. I will argue in this context, that the problematic of
specta(c)torship, closely interrelated with what Deleuze calls thinking, constitutes a (re)search for/
into the sentiendum, and consequently that it opens a crisis of identity. Crisis of identity means here
the opening of a gap between the 'T' and the self, the impossibility of being who one is, the moment
when one stops recognizing oneself in the embodied figure that hitherto identified oneself with, a
gap that destabilizes embodied subjectivity. This process is strictly interlinked with the disturbance
of the identity with themselves of the objects of perception—a is (not quite) a. Crisis of identity,
then, refers to a moment when the embodied subject, disoriented, is at odds with its own
embodiment, or at least with the body that it took itself to be. The chapter will propose that the

embodied subject, opened beyond itself in a crisis of identity is a patient to the erring movements of
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sense, where erring refers to the unteleological dynamic of the process of individuation. This insight
(that goes against Deleuze’s understanding of error in Difference and Repetition) will provide the
scaffolding for the theory of specta(c)torship as individuation that will be outlined in the following
chapters. The most important aspect of this move will be the reformulation of the relationship
between erring and the virtual problematic field (as understood by Deleuze)—building upon
Sebastian Grama’s phenomenology of errancy (Grama 2008). At the level of the embodied subject,
this erring is reflected as 'dilation of time', waiting, boredom, weariness, which will brings us
(parenthetically) to the methodological problematic of the possibility of writing about
specta(c)torship and of researching specta(c)torship, as this problematic can be formulated

following Blanchot’s insights from The Infinite Conversation.

Inasmuch as thinking always happens in the collective, that is, inasmuch as the encounter with the
sentiendum 1s not a problematic that develops at the interior of the individual, but in the exteriority
of the network of relations that shape the individual, we are bound to end the chapter by returning to
our point of departure in the first pages of the book, namely to the question of the politics of
specta(c)torship. In view of the theory of individuation, this political aspect becomes inherent to the

process of specta(c)torship, and will have to be acknowledged at all stages of our discussion.

That being said, this chapter remains preliminary. It lays the foundation of a theoretical problematic
that we will have to return to and to reformulate once we delve deeper into the experience of net
art(? specta(c)torship, which itself will propel us further into the intricacies of the theory of

individuation.
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I.1. The Embodied Who as a Field of Relations

Common sense reduces specta(c)torship to a set of interactions between two terms that precede and
determine the relations between them: an 'embodied human subject' and a 'work of art'—a subject
and an object exterior with respect to the subject. Specta(c)torship, from this perspective, would be
the three-fold problem of a who and its relation to a what, of a subject and its relation to an object.*3
As we saw in the Introduction, scholarship on net art(? already problematizes the identity with itself
of the work, and insists on the processuality of net art(? as a practice interested in creating and
critically inhabiting fields of relations, rather than in producing final objects. But how are we to

understand the who and its field of relations? Who are we(® the spectators?

In Insect Media: An Archaeology of Animals and Technology (2010), Jussi Parikka deploys a
Simondon-inspired approach to talk about bodies as (and of) media. I am appropriating and
(mis)using Parikka’s understanding of bodies and media in order to open up the possibility of
understanding the problem of the individuals that are at stake in the process of specta(c)torship from
a perspective that accounts for the reticulated space of their becoming—i.e. a perspective that
accounts for the infinite mediation of the immediacy of the embodied self. Parikka develops his
discourse around three key terms: intensities, assemblages, and diagrammatics. In order to grasp the

problematic of embodiment, we have to pass through a brief discussion of this terminology.

43 Understanding the art®work as a mediation between two 'human' subjects (and thus specta(c)torship as
relation between two or more embodied subjects through the art®work) is merely another version of this
common sense assumption, and it does not change the problem significantly as long as the very individuality
and identity of these embodied subjects is not questioned. Likewise, considering the process of
specta(c)torship from the perspective of a community of spectators rather than from that of an individual
spectator does not change the problem significantly if the community is understood as being composed of

individuals that pre-exist their relations.
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Intensity 1s in Insect Media—+following the meaning of the term as it appears in the work of Gilles
Deleuze—the differing force of creation, the becoming that creates what we perceive (Parikka
2010, xxii). On the other hand, 'extension'—that which can be measured, delimited, defined, named
—appears as an expression of the dynamics of intensive becomings. Parikka’s point, inspired by the
Deleuze, is that the being of individuals, of embodied subjects and objects, cannot be understood by
attending to stable definitions and chains of causality, which would account only for their extension
while obscuring the intensive field of their becoming (which is their being). A body is not formed of
individual parts that supposedly come together as a whole, it is not a sum of organs, which is to say,
it is not a problematic of partes extra partes; adding up the parts will never create the whole. And
that is because in the first place there is no 'whole', there is no 'one' identical to itself, that exists in
itself, and in the second place because there are no parts exterior to each other. The 'one' identical to
itself and its parts, the chains of causal connections and their probabilities, are all very pertinent
problems, but only as a matter of understanding the realm of extension. They cannot account for
being, for a being that is always already becoming, that is always already a question of intensive
dynamics, and that is merely expressed extensively inasmuch as its intensities are canceled in
qualities.** The ontological question becomes thus one of intensive becomings, or, as Simondon
insists, in order to understand being we have to move from ontology to onfogenesis (Simondon

[1958] 2013, 23-6).

The second movement in Parikka’s framework is to describe assemblages as networks of
connections between intensive flows. Assemblages are 'compositions, affects, and passages in a state
of becoming and a relationality that is the stuff of experience' (Parikka 2010, xxiv-xxv). Intensities

are conjugated in assemblages as the intensive field folds against itself recursively; the intensive

44 On the relation between intensities and extensity see Deleuze, Différence et répétition, especially the

chapter 'Synthése asymétrique du sensible' (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 286-336).
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flow differenciates itself (to use Deleuze’s term) in dynamic patterns of asymmetric
conglomerations and dissipations, accelerations and decelerations. Structures, affects, and passages
emerge from this intensive relational field. Bodies, in this account, are an intensive relationality; a
verb rather than a noun. Before the possibility of being defined, measured, and named with respect
to their extensity, before the possibility of being described with respect to their qualities (the
qualities appear only inasmuch as the intensities express themselves in extensity), bodies are
specific kinds of assemblages, a conjugation of intensities that happens in a relational field and as a
relational field. It is important to underline that bodies, as assemblages, are not something in
themselves, they do not happen by virtue of an internal set of rules. That is, they are not autopoietic,
but emerge only through relations that create the interior and the exterior, the '-poiesis' of intensive
dynamic relations defines the very 'auto-' that comes to ground it from the beginning (that is from
the beginning as the /ack of origin).#5 The being and becoming of bodies is not the question of an
organism with its qualities and quantities, with organs and causal rules that govern their
functioning, but a question of intensities, of coagulations of intensities deployed as dynamic
relational fields. Which is not to say that the problematic of the organism is irrelevant, but rather to
recognize the limits of its relevance: the organism in its extensity. To think the being and becoming
of bodies, on the other hand, means to think against the organism, to open oneself to thinking as the

miso-sophic practice of what Deleuze and Guattari call the body without organs.46

45 The absolute beginning as lack of origin, a theme that we will often come back to, is inspired by Derrida’s
discussion of the self-contradictory concept of archi-trace as the situated non-origin that becomes the origin
of the origin. See (Derrida 1967, 90-92). The problematic of this original lack of origin will be formulated
here from the perspective of individuation, and we will come back to Derrida, to the arkhé of the

'archive' (which I take to be nothing else but the arkhe of the archi-trace and archi-writing) in order to
explore more specifically the movements of this folding of the trace into the ontogenetic origin. See Chapter

IV below.

46 More on miso-sophy below.
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Diagrammatics denotes, for Parikka, the organization of a space of potential which limits what any
assemblage can do and be (Parikka 2010, xxvii).47 Since a body cannot be said to have any
existence prior to the relations it enters into, the diagrammatics of its becoming (the topology of its
potential becomings) depends on all the connections that it has with other nodes in the networks of
relations that it emerges through, and, as Parikka insists, this means that being in its intensive
becoming is contingent with respect to specific historical situations. It is the ensemble of relations
and their dynamic that contour the terms of these relations. The individuals and the potentialities of
their becomings, happen as relational nodes. We cannot speak of an 'embodied human subject' prior
to the relations that it emerges from, and, moreover, the potentialities of its becoming are always
part of this network of relations, including but not limited to specific historical situations, specific
discursive practices and regimes of signification and so on. The diagrams that describe the potential
becomings of a body are not to be found somewhere inside the body, but in the topology of dynamic
relations that the body emerges from and that creates the inside and the outside. Also, they are not
to be found as predefined blueprints, but as the very movement of individuation, as the vectors
along which individuation unfolds. The directions of the becoming of a body are given by the pre-
individual problematic that drives its becoming, but as the very movement of this problematic, not

as an exterior telos. The phenomenologically instantiation of this pre-individual problematic, the

47 Parikka borrows the term diagrammatics from Manuel Delanda’s essay Deleuze and the Use of the

Genetic Algorithm in Architecture (Delanda 2001).
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way in which it comes to be experienced by (and as) the individual, is the associated milieu,*s at the

very same time an interior and an exterior milieu.4

In this framework, bodies have to be accounted for in terms of the reticulated dynamic field that
drives their emergence—the embodied 'human' subject included. The question of the reality of an
individual body has to be asked in the light of the process of its emergence, that is, in the light of
the process of individuation—the process by which individuals come to be what they (never quite)
are, the process that continues to reshape the individual throughout its existence. The problematic of
the embodied subject is thus not: who we (the spectators) are?, but: how are we happening? How
come we are happening at all? What are the processes, what is the dynamic of relations, that
subtends and defines the emergence of this individual? And what role does specta(c)torship play in

this process?

But, is this framework pertinent? Is it more than a fiction? A critical reading of Gilbert Simondon’s
theory of individuation (starting in Chapter III) will allow us a better understanding of what is at
stake in developing such a framework. Still, is it not the case that the embodied 'human' subject,
even if a product of relations, is nonetheless well determined prior to the moment of
specta(c)torship? Is not the body predefined with respect to specta(c)torship even if it is nothing but
a node of relations? Has not the becoming 'human' of the body already reached its result in the
embodied subject—is not the knot of relations (that the 'human' is) solid enough not to be undone

by the emergence of a new thread (a specific instance of specta(c)torship)? The question of a

48 The concepts of 'pre-individual' and 'associated milieu' will be clarified below in a close reading of
Simondon’s L ’Individuation a la Lumiére des Notions de Forme et d’Information. See subchapter /11.2. Pre-

Individual Being, Individuation, and Individuated Being.

49 Which is to say that diagrammatics is primarily an eco-logical problem, a question asked towards an

exterior/interior environment, a negotiation of the associated milieu.
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possible undoing of the embodied 'human' subject in the process of specta(c)torship still appears at

this point as utterly absurd.

As a bridge between these two slopes of the problem—first: is it possible to talk about the body as
emerging in and from intensive relations?; and second: is specta(c)torship a process of individuation
that produces an individual corporeality at odds with what we take to be an embodied 'human'
subject?—emerges the question of perception.50 What role does perception play with respect to

diagrammatics?

In Insect Media the discussion of perception appears mostly in a chapter concerned with the
technics—also read 'artificiality'—of nature and temporality.5! With respect to perception Parikka
points in a few interconnected, while nonetheless distinct, directions: Uexkiill, Whitehead, William
James, Deleuze and Guattari, to name some of the dominant figures that are addressed. It is
Bergson, though, that is acknowledged as the main interlocutor of the chapter, and it would make
sense for our purpose to briefly look at Bergson’s understanding of perception in Matter and

Memory and fold it back into this framework borrowed from Insect Media.

The main point in Bergson’s account is quite straight forward: perception is matter itself as it relates

to the privileged image that is one’s own( body. Perception is the ensemble of images, with respect

50 Why the question of perception? Because specta(c)torship, understood as a process that decentres
representation from within, as a deconstruction of visuality from its inside, constitutes a problematization of
the recognition that is at stake in perception. If it can be shown that perception plays an ongoing, integral
part, in the fields of relations through which 'human' bodies emerge (and we already saw hints in this
direction in Parikka’s framework), then the problematization of perception in specta(c)torship is also part of

these relational fields that define the being and becoming of 'human' bodies.

51 See Insect Media, Chapter 3: 'Technics of Nature and Temporality' (Parikka 2010, 57 - 83).
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to the possible actions of a certain specific image, a living body (a center of indetermination)
(Bergson [1939] 2003, 13). Against the realist position that informs the quasi-entirety of scientific
thought, Bergson maintains that matter is not something in itself that produces a representation
within us, but a conglomeration of images. At the same time, against the idealist position, matter is
not reduced to a representation. For Bergson, both idealism and realism are excessive and fail to
think matter as an ensemble of images—images exist, in this account, midway between
representations (favored by the idealist account) and things (favored by the realist account)
(Bergson [1939] 2003, 5-6). In other words, matter exists as it is perceived, as images. The universe
is an ensemble of images that react to each other according to certain rules, receiving and
transmitting movement (Bergson [1939] 2003, 10). The living body emerges as an exception, as a
set of images that defers its reaction to the images that surround it, and introduces a moment of
indeterminacy in chains of interacting images. We ourselves, our own bodies, are such centers of
indetermination, images that postpone their action. Perception emerges as a function of the possible
action of my body upon the other images, the objects that surround my body reflect my possible
actions upon them (Bergson [1939] 2003, 12). That is to say, the world as I perceive it is matter,
images, ordered with respect to the potentialities of the image that I am, and not a representation of

matter. As Anne Sauvagnargues puts is (naming 'moving image' what here I refer to simply as
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'image'): 'the moving image is, strictly speaking, of the same order as matter and provides neither a

secondary copy nor a psychic translation of it' (Sauvagnargues 2016, 54).52

If perception is matter with respect to the body (the center of indetermination), then the space of
potential that articulates the possible becomings of any assemblage, has to do, at least in part, with
the perceptive events that it is engaged in. In other words, if assemblages (including bodies, centers
of indetermination) are in fact instances of relationality, as Parikka argues, and perception is this
relational field (in its (im)materiality) referred to a given center of indetermination, then the
diagrammatics that articulate the possible becomings of an assemblage, and in fact its very being,
are related to the superimposed fields of perception at the intersection of which the respective
assemblage emerges. Clarification: perception, following Bergson into Parrika’s discourse, is not
the representation of relationality but it is this relationality itself with respect to an assemblage
which itself emerges through this relationality. Thus, differences in the space of perception are
entangled with differences in becoming. Perceiving differently means becoming towards something

different. Being perceived differently means becoming towards something different. The two

52 Sauvagnargues’ text proposes that the 'image' is a process of individuation (against image as
representation), following a critical engagement with Deleuze’s reading of Bergson in Cinema I. In this
context the individuation of the movement-image of cinema, and embodied perception are synonymous: 'The
individuated-image emerges through a cinematographic mode, through editing and framing, folding and
interiorisation. The finite perceptive image, whether it is technical-social or vital, emerges from infinite
acentred movement through the subtractive operation of vital framing. Perceiving, for a specific image — an
organic body or a cinematographic machine, with no privilege accorded to the living or to the human —
involves tracing a myopic diagonal across the other images' (Sauvagnargues 2016, 54-55). In light of the
discussion in the subsequent chapters, I hesitate in equating the technical 'perceptive image' with the vital
perceptive images. Nonetheless, the important point here is that perception constitutes a process of
individuation, that cannot be severed from the individuation of matter (that is not simply a representation of a

preexisting material reality).
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formulations are actually the same because identity emerges as an eventual byproduct of this
becoming, it is not there a priori. Parikka formulates a similar point when, while touching on trends
in artificial intelligence, he nods towards the work of Jakob von Uexkiill: 'artificial actors are
embedded in a perceptual world, which implies that what we perceive is what we are, and animals
and artificial agents are defined by the capabilities of perception, sensation, and orientation in their
environment' (Parikka 2010, xii).53 It should be added that not only 'what we perceive is what we
are' but also, at the very same time, how we are perceived shapes what we are and what we
perceive. Perception as a relational field creates its nodes just as much as it emerges from them,
each center of indetermination (node) in this field of perception is continuously shaped by the
multitude of its relations, each one of us is one, none and a hundred thousand. Which is simply to
say, with Anne Sauvagnargues: '[p]erception is individuation', and not only the individuation of the

thinking subject, but at the same time the individuation of matter (Sauvagnargues 2016, 53-57).

Therefore, diagrammatics refers to the structure of an intensive space of potentiality, which is
shaped (in-formed) by the relationality that any event of perception is. The diagrammatic space of
potentiality is shaped by perception, and further by recognition, understanding, reading. In this
account, reading (the gesture of opening oneself up to the movement of sense), by virtue of its
relation to perception, is deeply embedded in the intensive space of potentiality. Reading names
here approximately what Bergson talks of as conscious perception: separating from the whole of
matter (that is the whole ensemble of images) that which is relevant for a specific center of
indetermination (Bergson [1939] 2003, 41), and in doing so, framing this center of indetermination.

What this meaning of diagrammatics points towards is that the intensive becomings of assemblages

53 In light of the discussion in the subsequent chapters, I hesitate here too in equating the sensorial input of
'artificial agents' with perception. See below. Nonetheless, at this point in the text, this difference between

Parikka’s discourse and the position attempted here remains insignificant.
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are at least in part a function of perception and, consequently, that they are not independent of
meaning, of systems of signification, that they are not independent of the reading of their own

traces.

If we take perception to be an integral element of the intensive relational fields that provoke and are
provoked by bodies, then the possibility of understanding specta(c)torship as a process of
individuation starts to gain some sense. Opening the problematic of perception means that the
perspective we understand bodies from has to be accounted for as an element of the very bodies that
we are trying to understand. Bodies are what they (never quite) are only from a specific perspective
and that perspective is integral to what the respective bodies are. A reading cannot be neutral,
cannot be universal, nor unique, and a body is what it (never quite) is only in a specific reading.
And the process of specta(c)torship is an interplay of such readings folded agains themselves, a
problematization of perception from within, a folding of visuality (and of the system of

representation based upon it) against itself, beyond itself.

Thus, one can start to ask: is it necessary that out of the many overlapping, contradictory and
interrelated assemblages co-occurring in the superposition of heterogeneous fields of perception the
ones traditionally understood (read) as 'human' bodies become conspicuous? Can the diagrammatic
space associated with a process of specta(c)torship destabilize such readings? Does it still make
sense to talk of an embodied 'human' subject independent of the work of art(? Is it still a question

of subjects and objects, of who and what?

But, on the other hand, what does it mean to talk about individuation and to refuse to readily accept
the premise of individuals that pre-exist their relations? Can we go so far as to refuse the 'one'

identical to itself and consequently its necessary correlate, the eternal truth of the 'T' that thinks as a
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unity present to itself? How can one(® question this most basic logical proposition 'a is a', 'a = a',
and dare to ask what is it that we uncritically presuppose in order to conserve this postulate of
identity>4 as an indisputable truism? Is not this approach a mere fiction? Are not these far-fetched

theories just dubious fruits of imagination?

Let us turn to Gilles Deleuze’s miso-sophic project in Difference and Repetition in order to further
unfold these questions in all their enthralling absurdity, and following Deleuze, in order to insist
that, while thinking beyond identity might be impossible (outside the domain of the possible),
nonetheless it is necessary—in fact, that thinking is thinking only inasmuch as it does go beyond
identity (beyond 'I myself' and 'a is a').55 This will also put us in the position of understanding the
relation between specta(c)torship and thinking. Subsequently, after performing a critical
intervention in the Deleuzian framework, the problematic of individuation will emerge from a new
perspective (that will be further outlined in the following chapters) in which specta(c)torship will

prove to play an essential part.

54 1 insist that 'identity' here refers to the minimum condition for something being itself, 'T myself', 'a is a', the
basic premise of seeing and of language, the possibility of seeing 'something' and of pointing to it, the
possibility of saying 'I' and of having objects in the world. And this basic meaning of identity is strictly
interrelated with the performance of embodied identity. In this sense, thinking beyond identity means
thinking with discourses that problematize and reframe the meaning and performance of embodied identity

and not against them.

55 See the chapter 'L’Image de la pensée' in Gilles Deleuze, Différence et Répétition (Deleuze [1968] 1993,
169-217). In what follows, the references will be mostly to the French edition mentioned here, and only
occasionally to the English translation of Paul Patton published by Columbia University Press (Deleuze
[1968] 1994). Despite the high quality of the English translation, in several cases the nuances of the
(mis)reading that | am attempting are easily lost in the English text. To give just one example, the translation
of bétise as 'stupidity’ cannot account for the problem of the relation between what Gilbert Simondon calls

vital and psychic individuation, which, I claim, is at stake in the respective paragraphs of Deleuze’s text.
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1.2. Miso-sophy

The third chapter of Deleuze’s Difference and Repetition, "The Image of Thought', argues that there
is something that philosophy always uncritically presupposes even when (or, especially when) it
strives to question everything in search of a minimal truth that would allow the whole edifice of
thought and knowledge to be built upon a stable foundation (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 169-217).
Deleuze contends that from Descartes to Hegel, and further to Heidegger, at the very moment when
all the objective presuppositions of thought are questioned (everything that has to do with the reality
of the world), there is a set of subjective presuppositions that remain taken for granted without
being acknowledged—these subjective presuppositions are grounded, according to Deleuze, in the
uncritical acceptance of the immediate givens of ('subjective') experience as preconditions of
philosophical thinking (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 169-70). In Descartes, the subjective presuppositions
become manifest as the belief in the reality of thought and of the self that thinks (a self that
consequently discovers its reality as the primordial 'I think'). Everything can be doubted, except for
the self, thinking, and being. Which is to say that objective presuppositions are reinstated on the
subjective level of the thinking self that 'is' (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 169). What is it that allows
Descartes to assume that the movement of thought happens for a self, wherefrom this form of
identity? What is it that allows one to claim that thinking can intrinsically grasp its own movement?
And what does 'being' mean? Deleuze argues that Hegel and Heidegger, while unsettling most of
Descartes’ assumptions, still retain, in different ways, a set of subjective presuppositions: Hegel
inasmuch as the pure being presupposes the empirical being, sensible and concrete; Heidegger
inasmuch as he invokes a pre-ontological understanding of Being (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 169). The
whole system of representation, which is to say the understanding of the world as a system of
individual unities that exist in themselves and relate with each other (and that one can recognize),

hinges on these three intertwined assumptions: that we intrinsically know what thinking, being and
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self mean, are, and do. Every time one of these subjective presuppositions is uncritically accepted,

the objective ones are inadvertently reinstated.

Further, according to Deleuze, these three assumptions are informed by the propensity of thought to
understand itself as a vector towards Truth, which has in its turn two aspects: the assumption of the
good will of the thinker and the good (upright, righteous) nature of thought (Deleuze [1968] 1993,
171, 173). In other words, the assumption that everybody naturally tends to follow the 'natural light'
that reveals the Truth, or, that Truth is naturally revealing itself to us if we are not to err from the
naturalness of this revelation. No matter how cumbersome and improbable such an achievement is
de facto, it is intrinsically postulated in the system of representation (based on recognition) as the

simple, natural being of thought de jure (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 173-4).

The miso-sophic gesture, that Deleuze proposes, is to reject in bad faith what 'everybody knows', to
question the propensity of thought towards Truth, to fold thinking upon itself in bad will (miso-
sophia instead of philo-sophia), to un-know what thinking is; to provoke thinking in thought, says
Deleuze, not by starting from inside the system of thought but by following the contingent
emergence of thinking from a sensible disturbance that cannot be assimilated in thought (Deleuze

[1968] 1993, 180-2). In this sense, the subject is not the agent but the patient of thinking.

The recognition of an object (the first move of the system of representation) requires the
convergence of the faculties of thought (perception, imagination, conceptual understanding, etc.)
around the figure of the object supposed to be identical with itself. It is the identity with itself of the
object that is the uncritically accepted presupposition of common sense (‘everybody knows'), which

'the philosopher' will come to ground in the identity of the subject with itself (Descartes, Kant):
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Recognition thus relies upon a subjective principle of collaboration of the faculties for
'everybody' - in other words, a common sense as a concordia facultatum; while
simultaneously, for the philosopher, the form of identity in objects relies upon a ground
in the unity of a thinking subject, of which all the other faculties must be modalities.
This is the meaning of the Cogito as a beginning: it expresses the unity of all the
faculties in the subject; it thereby expresses the possibility that all the faculties will
relate to a form of object which reflects the subjective identity; it provides a
philosophical concept for the presupposition of a common sense; it is the common sense
become philosophical. For Kant as for Descartes, it is the identity of the Self in the 'l
think' which grounds the harmony of all the faculties and their agreement on the form of

a supposed Same object. (Deleuze [1968] 1994, 133)

The common sense existence of discrete objects (recognition) is explained philosophically as the
convergence of the faculties of thought in the subject identical with itself. What remains unasked is:
how come identity in the first place? Do we really live in a world of discrete individuals, be they
objects as common sense shows us, or subjects as it happens for Kant or Descartes? Which brings
us back to our question. Is it possible to think without always already presupposing the 'a =a'? Is it
possible to think against recognition and representation, without the sign of equality, in order to be

able to account for its emergence?
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In Deleuze’s vocabulary the answer should be: it is not possible, but it is necessary. The domain of
the possible is strictly linked with that of actuality,5¢ of recognition, representation, and
philosophical concepts. From this perspective, thought without identity is properly speaking
impossible. Nonetheless, there are events that provoke thinking in thought (Deleuze [1968] 1993,
182),57 that force thinking to happen against thought itself—these events make necessary the
impossible thinking against thought, thinking against identity, recognition, and representation. In
this sense, thinking is a passion, thinking is not performed by the subject, but happens to the
subject, and the subject, once opened to thinking, has no choice but to suffer it. Yet such an opening
towards thinking is literally impossible, it is of the order of the event that arrives from outside of the
domain of possibility. Thinking is a necessity that comes from the outside, more an affliction than a

conscious deliberate gesture.58

56 This might be a bit counter-intuitive. Let us clarify: the conditions of possibility are related with extension
(Deleuze [1968] 1993, 299), and with the principle of identity inherent in the concept (Deleuze [1968] 1993,
273), both aspects of the actual. One understands becoming as being driven by the possible only inasmuch as
one confuses the actual (resulted from the actualization of the virtual) with the 'real' (or, in other words,

inasmuch as one remains uncritical of the dogmatic image of thought).

57 1 propose to distinguish between the two moments of thought that appear in Différence et Répétition,
'I"image d'une pensée qui se présuppose elle-méme' and 'genese de 1'acte de penser dans la pensée méme’',
(Deleuze [1968] 1993, 182) by referring to the first one as 'thought' and using the gerund/present participle

'thinking' for the second.

58 As Deleuze well knew, thinking is dangerous and can be prevented. Burn the books (or, the equivalent
capitalist version, make them inaccessible under copyright laws), censor the internet, ban 'pornography’, and
we will be safe with our healthy thought. The only problem is the extent to which our own becoming is
dependent on the vectors of thinking, and the desolate dystopian landscape of societies who refuse thinking
in the name of the known Truth, or harness it into a culture-industry that reproduces its own truths over and
over again. Thinking brings with it an incommensurable danger, death; yet the refusal of thinking is nothing

but a slow dying, withering, in the antiseptic environment that refuses any mutation, any change, any event.
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Thinking emerges as a crisis in thought, as a dissonant (absurd) interplay of the faculties of thought.
Instead of the convergence of the faculties towards the recognition of an object, in this case the
faculties diverge and disturb each other. In Deleuze’s formulation, in the first moment, the
sensibility encounters the sentiendum—that which cannot be but sensed, yet that cannot be sensed
under the rules of recognition (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 182). Which is to say, the sensibility is faced
with waves of intensity that cannot be rendered back to anything else than what they (never quite)
are, that cannot be recognized, and consequently, that cannot be grasped according to the laws of
common sense and good sense that govern the system of representation. The sentiendum appears as
a problem, it provokes a violent crisis that brings into play the other faculties of thought as a
dissonant interweaving along a chain of disturbances transmitted from one to the other (what
Deleuze calls the 'Idea'), and not under the form of harmonious cooperation. The imagination,
disturbed by the disturbance of sensibility, faces the imaginandum, that which cannot be empirically
imagined, yet that which cannot be but imagined.5® The imaginandum, in its turn, brings memory
into this dissonant interplay, but only memory inasmuch as it is that which cannot be but
remembered, yet that which cannot be remembered empirically with respect to recognition and
representation. This limit of memory, the memorandum, is not this or that instance remembered, but
the possibility of memory as such, the being of the past, and the future, the pure form of time, an
immemorial memory that is not mine, yet makes me who 'I' (never quite) am. And it is the 'T'
fractured by the pure form of time of the memorandum, that throws reason into crisis, provoking in
reason the cogitandum, that which cannot be but thought, yet which is not this or that concept, but
the unthinkable, that is the very condition of thought. In other words, thought is folded against itself
in a movement that does not have anymore a principle of identity to stabilize it, that happens upon a

fractured 'T' which cannot grant anymore the condition for the dissemination of sameness. Thinking

59 For a more in depth consideration of the imaginandum and of its relation to the sentiendum, starting from a

close reading of a piece of 'imaginary music' composed Darie Nemes Bota, see (Bacaran 2021).
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emerges as the crisis of thought, a fractured 'I' that loses itself towards a perpetually unattainable

otherness (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 180-191).

In other words, from this perspective, in order to account for a kind of thinking that is not subsumed
to the dogmatic image of thought, one has to start from intensities that appear as a glitch in
sensibility and to follow the twisted and broken chains of disturbances that they provoke in the
messy and ill explored faculties of thought (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 186-7). Deleuze follows one such
chain that proceeds from the sensed intensities, to stirring up the imagination as it tries to imagine
the unimaginable, and further to memory as the being of the immemorial past and future that
fractures the 'I' that thinks and opens thought towards the unthinkable. Let us notice here that the
discussion of the sentiendum (of that which cannot be perceived, yet cannot be but perceived)

brings us in the proximity of the problematic of specta(c)torship as it was formulated above.

If thinking, in the Deleuzian sense, relies on the encounter with the sentiendum, specta(c)torship as
a process of folding visuality agains itself, a process of folding recognition against itself beyond
representation, names an opening towards the sentiendum (and, consequently, towards thinking),
and more than that, a (re)search for/into the sentiendum. Specta(c)torship means inhabiting the
system of representation in such a way that one makes space for the sentiendum (for the
unrecognizable intensity that cancels in sight and language) to happen. In this sense,
specta(c)torship means waiting for the sentiendum, attending to its emergence. To be a spectator
means opening oneself up to the experience of the incalculable sentiendum (opening oneself up to
the (im)possibility of an experience that always comes from the outside, that cannot be actively
provoked), and also, once one(® encounters the sentiendum, specta(c)torship means deferring and
differing the solutions that tend to coagulate in the movements of the problematic pre-individual

field. Inasmuch as the sentiendum disturbs the harmonious interplay of the faculties of thought, and
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consequently the identity of the thinking subject with itself and the principle of identity that grounds
the objects in the world ('a = a'), specta(c)torship as (re)search for/into the sentiendum means

opening up a crisis of identity, also inhabiting and incarnating this crisis.

1.3. Erring

Deleuze further probes into the intricacies of the question of thinking from the perspective of
individuation (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 196-8), (that is, from the perspective of the process through
which individuals and their individuality emerge) and argues that exploring the figure of bétise
(stupidity/animedity), as opposed to that of error, can help us understand this folding of thinking
against thought. In his definition, error is simply a mistake of the cogito, something false that
attests to the correctness and truth of the recognition and representation models (that it deviates
from), and that, as such, reinforces the dogmatic image of thought. On the contrary, bétise attests to
the irruption in thinking, along the rims of the fractured 'I', of the intensive pre-individual
problematic field. And, more precisely, to the impossibility of reducing the pre-individual field to a
system of individuals identical with themselves, to a system of forms.®0 It brings forth a paradoxical
threshold in the process of psychic individuation (the process that accounts for the emergence of the
thinking subject), namely the point where the individual becomes a thinking subject inasmuch as it
discovers itselfl?) as an object in the world, but as an object that fails to be identical with itself and
that throws the world into crisis. The individual becomes a thinking subject by discovering itself as
an open problem in the world, by leaving oneself behind (discovering oneself as not being identical

with oneself), and in doing so gaining access to its pre-individual problematic field, the problematic

60 [ am reading Deleuze’s argument with the help of terms borrowed from Gilbert Simondon’s theory of
individuation, which is reworked by Deleuze in the passages from Difference and Repetition that are
addressed here. The pre-individual is for Simondon the primary and original metastability of the real, before

the formation of individuals (see below).
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field that any living individual carries with it (in fact, the very life of the individual is the
continuous negotiation of its problematic field) and that disturbs the identity with themselves of
objects in the world although it is the very ground upon which this identity coagulates in the first
place. What our bétise refers to is the impossibility of reducing the pre-individual field to a world of
subjects and objects, and properly speaking is a characteristic of those individuals that reached this
threshold of psychic individuation where they discover themselves as open problems upon the
background problematic of the world, namely of the kind of individuals that we ourselves are.¢! To
put is simply, form this perspective, the 'T myself' and 'a is a'—thinking subjects, objects and
abstract unities—emerge in the world at the very same time that they are disturbed by the bétise
which attests to the remainder of pre-individual problematic that cannot be canceled in the system

of representation (the system of subject, objects and abstract unities).

The pre-individual problematic field, that provokes thinking, cannot be empirically thought, yet
cannot be but thought. It is the condition of every recognition, of every system of representation
(that emerges as partial solutions to the pre-individual problematic), yet at the same time it
provokes a disturbance of recognition and representation. Thus, the genesis of identity and
consequently that of representation cannot be formulated from a thought predicated on identity, but
only by thinking against thought. Thinking against thought, thinking beyond or before the figure of
identity, destabilizes the system of representation (the world organized as subject-object relations)
towards the cogitandum (the unthinkable that cannot be but thought), only in order to collapse back
into representation, only in order to coagulate again around some form of identity which in its
rigidity accounts for the stupidity/animality of thought, for its inherent incapacity to properly
capture the flow of becoming of the pre-individual field that produces it. The question is then, what

makes it possible to write and discuss about something that is necessarily outside the grasp of

61 For bétise see (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 197-198, 207).
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thought? What kind of access can language have towards the cogitandum that precedes and

produces thought?

In the framework of Difference and Repetition, language, like all the other faculties of thought has
its productive limit that cannot be empirically expressed in language, but that on the other hand
cannot be but expressed: the loquendum, sense in its genitality (that is, as a generative force)
(Deleuze [1968] 1993, 200-1). Sense is an aspect of the disturbance that is transmitted from faculty
to faculty, that is, of the pre-individual problematic field that Deleuze calls the 'Idea'.6? Sense,
properly speaking, is this chain of unsolvable problems, of disturbances in the faculties of thought,
inasmuch as they generate the thinking subject and its Nature as cancelations of the intensive
problematic, as partial solutions always unsatisfactory to the intensive problematic that the world is.
It is also that which opens the solutions back towards the intensive problematic. Sense is that which
provokes the irruption of the pre-individual problematic (what Deleuze refers to as the 'Idea’) in
thought, against thought, while at the same time performing its cancelation into partial solutions
(without which thought and life would not be possible). At the same time, as the loguendum, sense
is the inexpressible possibility of expression, of language. Language and a world canceled in
subjects and objects are the two intertwined products of sense, hence the possibility of language to
(always inadequately) account for the cancelation of thinking that it results from and for the Nature
that coagulates in the same process.®3 Sense insists and persists in the partial solutions that it
produces and that at the same time determine it—the problem is determined at the same time as it is
covered by its solutions (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 212). This insistence and persistence of sense (in the

solutions that it produces and that at the same time determine it) accounts for the potentiality of

62 For the relation between sense and Idea see (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 201, 210-211).

63 For a reworking of this relation between the world in its materiality, language and thought (and thinking

against thought) see the problematic of phenomenogenesis in the following chapters.
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language to fold against itself, to open itself towards genital sense and, in doing so, to provoke
thinking in thought, while at the same time being utterly unable to account in any satisfactory
degree for the thinking that it occasions. The insistence and persistence of sense in its partial
solutions (/partial failures), along with the necessary emergence of non-sense (the problematic of
bétise, that of the inconsistency, crookedness, malformation of these partial solutions with respect to
each other as a result of their very partiality with respect to the problematic field)®4 constitute the

actual possibility of the miso-sophic gesture.

If bétise is understood as a challenge towards the dogmatic image of thought, error, on the other
hand, is in Difference and Repetition synonymous with a mistake in thought that reinforces this
image—a misstep that confirms the existence of a correct path. I propose a different meaning of
error here, in order to rethink this Deleuzian framework. Erring refers here to the non-teleological
movement of the process of individuation, while errors are the always partial and relative results of
this process. Erring is a movement without a stable direction and without a goal that could orient it,
without a goal that could foretell its direction, without a goal that could ground the distinction of the
right and the wrong. From the perspective of the embodied thinking subject, sense is erringé5s—
where sense, following Deleuze, is an aspect of the disturbance transmitted from faculty to faculty:
sense, through the dis-harmonious (absurd) interplay of the faculties that it provokes, constructs and

deconstructs (as errors) the embodied subject, its world (canceled in objects), and language.

64 T am taking the understanding of 'non-sense' as it can be inferred from (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 268). It is a
question to what extent this understanding is consistent throughout Difference and Repetition, and further if

it is or is not equivalent with that proposed in The Logic of Sense.

65 But also, we will see, specific dynamics of sense (specific intensive fields and vectors that drive their

cancelation towards representation) emerge through the erring of phenomenogenesis.
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The process of specta(c)torship is opening the embodied subject against itself (and against the
possibility of an a priori principle of identity) in a crisis of identity as a patient to the (im)material
erring of sense—miso-sophic thinking, thinking against thought, against representation and
recognition, follows in the traces of this erring, it is thinking driven by the movement of sense. Or,
in a vocabulary pertinent to Deleuze and Guattari’s 4 Thousand Plateaus, the process of
specta(c)torship is a line of flight that opens the embodied subject towards the body without organs,
while at the very same time, impossibly yet necessarily, this line of flight can come to happen only
on the surface of the body without organs whose prerequisite it is. Erring towards and against the
body without organs as a body without organs that will have always already been canceled in the
figure of the embodied subject that one® (never quite) is—a body without organs understood as a

practice (a practice of the active/passive (de)construction of the embodied thinking self).

More exactly, following (somewhat unfaithfully) Sebastian Grama’s 'phenomenology of

errancy' ('fenomenologie a erantei'), erring is a figure of the labyrinthine emergence of the labyrinth,
that is, of the labyrinthine emergence of the problem (Grama 2008, 14). The problem emerges in
erring, yet erring always already happens 'in' a problematic field (that is, in and through the
diagrammatic topology of one’s( becoming). Except that the very possibility of interiority and
exteriority (one’s(? becoming) emerges through erring, through the creation of the problem and its
subsequent differenciation, and not as a precondition, which is to say, with Grama, that the paradox
of the 'always already' delays infinitely the opposition between the interior and the exterior (Grama
2008, 14). That is, it differs and defers the emergence of identity. With Deleuze, sense is in the
problem itself (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 204), but we have to underline that the problem itself—which
is nothing but the Idea, problems are Ideas (Deleuze [1968] 1993, 210-1)—emerges in the erring of

sense.
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For the embodied subject, erring is affect, ek-stasis (Grama 2008, 38), being thrown towards the
outside, re-moved from oneself towards oneselfl?).6¢ Disequilibrium? No, probably not. Rather an
un-probabilistic dynamic passage between a metastable equilibrium (a pre-individual problematic)
—the erring is always unfolding upon a problematic field—and a stable solution (the individual, the
'one' that one(® (never quite) comes to be). The dynamic of a relational field that at once decentres
the individual and constitutes the very possibility of individuality. A body without organs fleeing

from identity, always on the point of collapsing into identity.

Erring unfolds as différance of the imminent solution, that is, as differed and deferred equilibrium,
as differed and deferred identity, and this incessant prolongation of imminence is the labyrinth itself
(see Grama 2008, 39-40)—i.e. the problem, the Idea in the Deleuzian vocabulary. The virtual
problematic plane (or at least its structure), emerges in the intensive affective dynamic of erring, in
the movement of sense that (de)constructs embodied subjectivity—a movement of sense that is
nothing but the very dynamic of the problematic that it generates. The self is the imminent solution,
the self is always an other that is always already there to be reached in the next step, after the next
corner of the labyrinth, always after the next one, as Grama underlines. Infinitely close because it is

infinitely distant.67

66 Grama’s argument is that erring/errancy (‘eranta') can be understood as emotion. Here I prefer 'affect’
instead of 'emotion' in order to remain consistent with a terminology that differentiates between 'emotion'
always linked to an embodied subject and 'affect' as a figure of the intensive relationality that at once
decentres and produces the embodied subject. For the distinction between emotion and affect see (Massumi
2002, 27-28).

67 The problematic of the embodied self will be further unpacked in the subsequent chapters as the

conjunction of the ontogenetic and phenomenogenetic dimensions of individuation.
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Because it is an endless deferral, erring is intimately related (when we pass from the register of
unnamable affects to that of the emotions of an embodied subject) to a 'dilation of time' in waiting
(Grama 2008, 40), thus to boredom and weariness. 'It is weariness that makes me speak’, says one
of the characters from the fictional dialogue that opens Blanchot’s The Infinite Conversation
(Blanchot [1969] 1993, xvii), a speech that is always already writing (Blanchot [1969] 1993, 27-8),
a writing, an erring that encircles (encloses, contours, defines) one(? into being who one(® can never

quite be (the movement of sense):

He recalls in what circumstances the circle was traced as though around him—a circle:
rather, the absence of a circle, the rupture of that vast circumference from which come

the days and nights.

Of this other circle, he knows only that he is not enclosed within it, and, in any case,
that he is not enclosed in it with himself. On the contrary, the circle being traced—he
forgets to say that the line is only beginning—does not allow him to include himself
within it. It is an uninterrupted line that inscribes itself while interrupting itself.

[...]

Be this circle—the absence of a circle—traced by writing or by weariness; weariness
will not permit him to decide, even if it is only through writing that he discovers himself
weary, entering the circle of weariness—entering, as in a circle, into weariness.

(Blanchot [1969] 1993, xviii)

And, following Blanchot, this erring in boredom and weariness ('Speaking is the speech of the
waiting wherein things are turned back toward latency. Waiting: the space of detour without

digression, of errancy without error’ (Blanchot [1969] 1993, 31))—re-moved from oneself towards
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oneselfl”) as the other, always imminent, always unreachable—is the movement of research
inasmuch as the research has the impertinent audacity to question the form that it borrows from
tradition (See Blanchot [1969] 1993, 3-32, especially 26)—a necessary questioning once it becomes
clear that '[t]he unknown that is at stake in research is neither an object nor a subject' (Blanchot
[1969] 1993, 6), once it is clear that there is a fundamental break, an outside, inherent in writing, a

discontinuity that writing as research has the task of letting transpire (Blanchot [1969] 1993, 7-8).

)

In the following chapters, by considering in more detail the problematic of individuation, the
Deleuzian structure sketched above will end up being modified in some of its fundamental aspects,
and the reframing of the meaning of error will be significant in doing so. Nonetheless, for now, the
reformulation of the questions of thinking with respect to the problem of identity, as it appears in
Difference and Repetition, does help not only to delineate the impossibility/necessity of thinking
outside of a paradigm predicated on predefined individuals (subjects and objects), but also to open
up the main directions of the problematic of individuation. What is at stake in miso-sophic thinking
(in a kind of thinking that dynamically turns against itself problematizing its 'philia’ for truth), is the
impossibility/necessity of opening oneself up beyond the a priori character of the equal sign of 'a =
a'. That is, opening oneself up towards a thinking that does not give to itself by default a principle of
identity, and that consequently would lack both the form of a stable object and that of a stable

subject. Given the close interdependency between the propensity of thinking towards truth, the form
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of identity in the object and the thinking subject identical with itself, the destabilization of identity

results in a more generalized crisis of representation.8

Following Deleuze, this section pointed out that the impossibility/necessity of thinking against
thought (of provoking the erring dynamics of sense) relies on the contingent encounter with a
sentiendum—the encounter with un-recognizable affect. In this sense specta(c)torship is the
(re)search for/into the sentiendum. Thus, perception (and the folding of perception against itself)
plays an essential role with respect to the dynamics of the diagrammatic fields of potentiality that
structure the becoming of the individual (the claim formulated above with respect to Parikka’s
framework from Insect Media): now this problematic folding of perception against itself appears
(more exactly) as the erring movements of sense upon a problematic field, movements through

which the problematic field is constructed.

At the same time, by repeatedly claiming that thinking in and against thought relies on a miso-
sophic gesture, this section also insist that the impossibility/necessity of encountering the
sentiendum—and thus the impossibility/necessity of thinking—depends on a specific negotiation of

the field of thought and of its relation to the world and to language. Which brings to the fore the fact

68 The rather widespread attempt to rethink embodied subjectivity and to open it up to its multiplicity, while
at the same time retaining a belief in the objectivity of the world thought by embodied subjectivities (namely
the belief in the objectivity of matter) is merely a philosophical blunder. The same philosophical blunder that
these very attempts are warning against: forgetting the body that thinks (or that thought happens for) and its
circumstances (the limitations that define it)}—that is, forgetting the fact that thought is not an objective
actuality that tends towards an objective truth. Likewise, rethinking the objective reality in its materiality and
understanding it towards its dynamic becoming, towards the intensive fields that produce it, if it does not
question embodied subjectivity and thinking itself, it forecloses its own process and misrepresents its

consequences.
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that thinking is situated with respect to paradigms of thought and knowledge—resonating with
Parikka’s claim that the diagrammatic space of potentiality is historically contingent (Parikka 2010,
xxvii). This historical contingency of the impossibility/necessity of thinking beyond the figure of
the individual foregrounds the inherent political aspect of thinking specta(c)torship as a process of
individuation. The last section of this chapter will briefly touch on this political problematic in a
preliminary manner (we will come back to this question in the later chapters, once it becomes
possible to address it from the perspective of the theory of individuation, namely after formulating

the problematic of the transindividual collective).

1.4. The Politics of Specta(c)torship

Theatre director and political activist Augusto Boal coined the term spect-actor in order to
emphasize a new spectrum of possible interactions between actors and spectators with the accent on
the interchangeability of these roles and the political consequences of liberating the spectator from
its passive state. In the participatory theatre forms that he developed, Boal regarded the stage as the
place where the spect-actors would rehearse the fight for liberation which is later to become real
(Boal 2008, xxi).%° The spectator is to become an actor on stage in order to break free from the spell
of catharsis—for Boal catharsis, as purification, is the purgation of the will to fight against the
oppressive status quo (Boal 2008, 31-34, 40-42) —, and by doing so in order to take steps towards
assuming political agency. Failing to become a spect-actor means remaining trapped in an

oppressive power system.

I take Boal’s argument to be representative of the widespread push towards participatory art(®

practices as forms of empowerment, which is reflected in the theory surrounding net art(® by the

69 I am referring to Augusto Boal’s 'Preface to the 2000 Edition' for Theatre of the Oppressed, Pluto Press,

2008, p. xxi.
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replacement of the concept of spectator with those of 'user', 'interactor’, of 'inter-acteur' among
others”0: spectatorship is a form of passivity, and transforming the spectator into actant is an act of
empowering that will hopefully have immediate political consequences. The (¢) of specta(c)torship,
inspired by Boal’s term, acknowledges this position and its relevance. But, we should not forget,
following the ancient Chinese story of Bo Ya and Zhong Ziqi, that political power relies on the
privilege and responsibility to listen, to not-act. Boal’s spect-actor, and other theories and practices
that try to dislodge the spectator from its passivity, are also to an important extent disempowering,

exactly because the spectator is deprived of its political power by being forced into action.

But the problem is more complicated than that. The active passivity of specta(c)torship is not
merely a question of empowerment and disempowerment of individuals, but also that of the serious
danger of the crisis of identity. Opening oneself to the risks of specta(c)torship means letting go,
putting one’s individuality into crisis, making space for art(® and politics to happen by displacing
oneself (oneself — oneselfl”). And, at the same time, it means failing to do so, ending up being
oneself as a failure. It is a question of inscribing oneselft”) in a relational dynamic that endlessly
oscillates between activity and passivity, between what Bergson called the centrifugal and
centripetal forces at play in any center of indetermination, except that the center itself is decentered
and loses itself in these movements. Specta(c)torship is, in this sense, a vector of the body without
organs, successive deterritorialization and reterritorialization movements that decenter the subject,

its world and the system of signification that grounds them.

A spectator is not a consumer; and being a spectator is not the form of a shameful political passivity
that has to be surpassed by blurring the dividing lines between actors and spectators. On the

contrary, specta(c)torship is a crucial political process. Jacques Ranciere in The emancipated

70 See above.
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spectator frames specta(c)torship as a modality of disturbing the distribution of the sensible, and
thus as an essentially political gesture inasmuch as it modifies the regimes of sensibility that politics
rely upon, opening up the potentiality for the coagulation of new political vectors (Ranciere 2008,
23-5). The distribution of the sensible, 'the system of self-evident facts of sense perception that
simultaneously discloses the existence of something in common and the delimitations that define
the respective parts and positions within it' (Ranciére 2006, 12), is for Ranciére the basis of any
politics. The distribution of the sensible is an intrinsic political dimension of any art(® form, before
any specific political program that a particular art®work might itself be an active part of. Ranciére
develops an understanding of politics as conditions of, and conditioned by, aisthesis—following the
greek meaning of the term, aisthesis is the given of the senses. Inasmuch as it operates in the space
of aesthetics, art(? is in the position of disturbing politics by challenging the aesthetic regimes that
ground a specific political system and that are imposed by it: that is, literally, art(® is perturbing the

regimes of the sensible.

This formulation of politics with respect to aisthesis, with respect to a domain generally theorized
as the realm of art(?, upsets the relation between art(” and politics. Art(?) is, in this view, intrinsically
political, and by virtue of its privileged relation to aisthetis is more immediately so than politics
itself. Moreover, it is specta(c)torship as a problematization of aisthesis (as research for/into the
sentiendum that is attending to the limits of sensibility) in art(® that could be seen as the cornerstone
of the political gesture.”! Art(® specta(c)torship as problematization of aisthesis is the
problematization of the sensible itself (of the emergence of the sensible as sensible). It is the whole
phenomenal world that is called into question when the prevalent regimes of the sensible are

destabilized. What is at stake in the aimless erring of specta(c)torship (as in the always already

71 T do not claim that Ranciere himself necessarily goes this far, but that this is a possible reading of the

framework developed in Le spectateur émancipé.
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correct political-legal norms) is the phenomenal world itself and the embodied subject as a function

of the phenomenal world.

And yet...

A spectator is a consumer; and being a spectator is the form of a shameful political passivity that
has to be surpassed by blurring the dividing lines between actors and spectators. In the actuality of
the present, specta(c)torship is indistinguishable from consumerism. There is nothing to measure
and construct a border between the two. It is a question of intensities that pass or do not pass, and
that is a problem that, in the realm of measurable extensity, remains veiled. The consequences can
be (sometimes) measured, but that is always too late. Moreover, specta(c)torship as a push into a
deterritorializing flow has to eventually fail into a territorialization, into the affirmation of an
individual, and to a certain extent into the affirmation of the very individual that it strives to leave
behind; specta(c)torship always keeps a bit of the subject, a bit of the organism, a bit of the system
of signification that it flees from. Which is also to say that specta(c)torship ends up being always to
some extent mere consumerism, mere spectaOtorship, and thus impotent obedience to an

oppressive politico-economic system.

As it is often the case with such apparently irreconcilable positions, these two seemingly opposite
understandings of specta(c)torship (one pointing towards Ranciere’s distribution of the sensible, the
other towards Boal’s spect-actor) are not excluding each other but, on the contrary, are mutually
dependent. In both cases, the question is that of surpassing the deadlock of an oppressive political
system, through a practice of specta(c)torship. The particularities of this practice seem divergent,
maybe even opposite at first, but prolonged beyond the intentions of their authors, they converge

towards the eminently political problematic of the construction of the embodied subject and of its
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associated milieu (the world). We will have the opportunity to come back to the contradictory
politics of specta(c)torship and their point of convergence. What is important here is to note that
there is an implicit political dimension to specta(c)torship, and that it is directly related with the
problematic of the emergence of the individual. Also, the obvious and yet impossible distinction
between specta(c)torship as movement outside of oneself, and consumerism as reaffirmation of the

self, emerges as a background element that permeates this text.
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Chapter II: The <strike>Human</strike> Body

After setting up above a preliminary understanding of specta(c)torship and of its relation to
embodied thinking, the purpose of this chapter is to address the problematic of the '"human' body,
through a process of specta(c)torship, starting from a (mis)reading of Jonas Lund’s work We See In
Every Direction (2013)—a web browser for collaborative, collective, synchronized surfing where
'[u]sers can type, click and change URLSs in real time together'.72 This chapter proposes to
understand We See In Every Direction as field of relations and discusses what is at stake in the
dynamics of this field, a discussion which leads to a reconceptualization of the figure of the modern

'human' embodied subject and of the conditions of its emergence.

It should be emphasized from the beginning that this is not an attempt to interpret a work of art®, to
reveal its deeper meaning, nor to uncover the artist’s intentions or any other kind of hidden layers.
Here, reading does not mean revealing, but rather following impulses inherent in an encounter away
from it: letting (oneself”) go, departing, leaving behind. Erring. Being affected. Following the
traces left on (/as) one’s own(® body by the encounter that the work proposes (by the encounter that
the work is) and that never quite happens. As for the work '"itself', it will remain just as puzzling as it

was prior to this reading gesture, or even more so.

72 We See In Every Direction could be downloaded from: http://ineverydirection.net, last accessed

04.02.2021. Presently the link is broken. Images, a short video documentation, as well as a succinct

description of the work can be found on Jonas Lund’s website: https://jonaslund.com/works/we-see-in-every-

direction/.
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I1.1. Download

Everything starts with a download button. We See In Every Direction cannot be directly accessed
online, but instead requires the spectators to download it and run it on their own computers. Hence
our first question: how does the download gesture affect the subsequent experience of engaging
with the work? To download means to open up a complex mesh of technological, but also social,
economic and political questions, and these questions permeate the downloadable work even when
they are not thematized explicitly (cf. Soulellis 2015). We See In Every Direction, far from being an
isolated example in playfully opening up these questions, is rather inscribed in a rich field of
downloadable net art(’—a fact underscored by its inclusion in rhizome.org’s curated program The
Download (2011-2013 and 2015-2018).73 A quick, fragmentary glance at other works in this field
could give us a starting point for considering the problematic that is at stake in the gesture of

downloading.

Fragment 1

We find in the second part of The Download series, for example, Christopher Clary’s 2015
audacious and irreverent work sorry to dump you like this.zip, a set of narratives presenting intimate
love stories between men, stories that emerge out of the titles of a large collection of porn .jpg
images when sorted by date. According to the curatorial text, the images are the artist’s own porn
collection accumulated in fifteen years of web browsing (Soulellis 2015). Overstepping the
boundary of what is acceptable in contemporary society with respect to the exhibition of sex and

sexuality, and opening the thorny political problem of pornography by challenging the prudishness

73 There are two different series entitled The Download on Rhizome’s websites. We See In Every Direction,
along with the other works from the first part of The Download (2011-2013, curated by Zoé€ Salditch) can be

found here: http://classic.rhizome.org/the-download/, accessed 02.09.2018. Another set of works, the second

part of The Download (2015-2018, curated by Paul Soulellis), are available at: http://rhizome.org/download/

#about, accessed 02.09.2018.
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which still prevails in mainstream online environments, sorry to dump you like this.zip offers itself
as a distributed experience, at once personal and collective, that builds upon a specific type of
sexualized embodiment made possible by online porn sites and sex chat rooms.”* The broken
narrative that gains shape as the spectator browses (reads) through the pictures in chronological
order, and its nonlinear yet relevant variations that emerge when the collection is browsed according
to other principles, structure the personal/impersonal porn archive and transform it into a
provocative socio-political experience. Provocative inasmuch as it is pornography, provocative
inasmuch as it challenges the sanctioned narratives of mainstream love stories, provocative
inasmuch as it challenges the form of the narrative as such, also provocative inasmuch as it is
downloadable—that is, inasmuch as it is experienced in a weird private yet collective mode. This
problematic folding of the private and the collective, so stringent in this work—highlighted by the
uneasiness of engaging in private (on one’s computer... is it a private space?) with a narrative that
unfolds in a private porn collection (private collection of pictures downloaded from the public
space) made public as a downloadable art(work—, emerges as a first clue in answering our

question.

Fragment 2

The second part of The Download also features Sheida Soleimani’s fo oblivion.zip (2017), an
emotionally devastating tribute to Reyhaneh Jabbari who was convicted and hanged in 2014 for the
alleged murder of her rapist. The work, organized as an arborescent structure of folders within

folders, contains execution records, images of Jabbari and other prisoners as well as letters and

74 T am not arguing for overlooking the ethical challenges of pornography, but pointing out that pornography
can be at times a vector that destabilizes systems of representation (based on visuality) and their repressive
politics and can function as a vector of affirmation for embodied desire against commodified, antiseptic

images of the body. Cf. in this sense (Marks 2016, 1-20).
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journal pages written by Jabbari (Soulellis 2017). The titles of the folders form a minimal narrative
composed of only a few sentences—the beginning reads: 'l am Reyhaneh Jabbari',

'and am 26 years old', 'l confess that I','am no longer willing', 'to continue this way of life'.
This private/public distributed memorial to the tragedy of a young woman intensifies, to almost
unbearable levels, the emotional (/affective) charge inherent in the specta(c)torial gesture. It is
because of its private dimension that the work requires an immediate personal involvement from the
spectator, an act of mourning, as well as of tending and caring for the fragile monumentality of the
memorial. How is one supposed to act with respect to such a work? What kind of mourning ritual is

this work requiring? How to store this work? How to care for it? Should one further distribute it?

These are all urgent and immediate questions, and already inherently political—private yet
concerning the public space and the power relations inherent in it. Nonetheless, claiming that the
attitude of the spectator with respect to the work is inherently political is not to say that this political
gesture is sufficient for redeeming one’s responsibility towards Jabbari, and neither that it is
sufficient for enacting much needed socio-political change. The political aspect of engaging with
this work ends up being a foregrounding of an incommensurable responsibility through its very
failure. fo oblivion.zip points towards a kind of politics that cannot be equated with conflicts
between nation states, between social classes or with 'soft power' clashes, but only with a necessary
opening (always aware of its own failure) towards networks of care.’ It is the imperative
responsibility towards the other, in all the immensity of its impossibility, that affirms itself through
the questions that to oblivion.zip raises. Inasmuch as, in all its privacy, this is a freely downloadable
work disseminated through the technological network, it raises these problems at a collective level,

with the same insistence that public statues and strike banners do, and with the same public urgency.

75 For networks of care see (Dekker 2018). I discuss this concept further in Chapter IV: Archives and

Individuation.
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It is a whole socio-political crisis that propagates in the distributed collectivity coagulated around

the private attitude of each spectator towards this work.

Speculatively extending fragments 1 and 2

Fragments 1 and 2 underline the challenges that o oblivion.zip, and on another level sorry to dump
you like this.zip, raise for the socio-political systems that they are embedded in, while stepping back
and leaving the work of mourning, and that of love, to follow their course in the inexpressible
singularity of the processes of specta(c)torship that open through these works.”¢ The question here
is merely (again): what is at stake in the gesture of downloading a net art(® work? We start to
glimpse that the distributed being of these works involves a peculiar folding of public and private

(cf. Soulellis 2015) that opens as a socio-political crisis.

But what gives us the right to generalize this discussion of two particular works to all downloadable
net art™? (And thus to contend that it is relevant for We See In Every Direction). The claim here is
that these two examples (and the ones that follow below) help highlighting affordances of
downloadable works, such as the folding of private and public space inherent in the download and
the socio-political crisis opened by this folding. These are not traits specific to to oblivion.zip and
sorry to dump you like this.zip, what is particular is rather the urgency with which this problematic
inherent in the download presents itself in the process of specta(c)torship in these two cases. (Hence

the relevance of the chosen examples).

76 [ strongly encourage the reader to pause and take the time to engage with the works mentioned in this text,
and, unavoidably, to read them in terms different from the ones that I propose. There is no shortcut to
specta(c)torship, a critical reading gesture, such as the one attempted here, is not meant to elucidate the
works and neither to frame the specta(c)torial encounter, but on the contrary is itself nothing but a partial and

erroneous path provoked by impulses inherent in such a process of specta(c)torship.
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Fragment 3

Stepping away from Rhizome’s The Download, another landmark collection of downloadable net
art? is runme.org, a historically significant repository for software art, active since 2003—at the
time of this writing new projects are still added sporadically.”? Controversially, runme.org also
included in their repository 'found digital objects', intriguing pieces of code found on the internet,
thus questioning the authority of the definitions utilized in the art-world (raising the 'art' of the
institutional 'art-world' to the power of the parenthetical question mark: art(?) and also

problematizing the established rules of property and copyright.

Probably one of the most spectacular examples of pieces found through internet browsing and
linked on runme.org is Tempest for Eliza (2001) by Erik Thiele,”® a software program that uses the
computer monitor to send out AM radio signals that, if picked up by a close-by radio receiver,
produce a rendering of Beethoven’s Fiir Elise.’ The project exploits the unintentional leaked
electro-magnetic waves of digital devices. TEMPEST (Telecommunications Electronics Materials
Protected from Emanating Spurious Transmissions) is the acronym for a U.S. government (and now
NATO) specification regarding spying on information systems through leaking emanations,
including unintentional radio or electrical signals.80 Erik Thiele in TEMPEST for Eliza playfully

uses the technical insights from publicly available materials regarding this specification in order to

77 Runme.org's core team included Alexei Shulgin, Olga Goriunova, Amy Alexander, and Alex McLean but it
also relied on the frequent contributions of a larger group of experts and non-experts, the platform can be
accessed at: runme.org, accessed 02.09.2018. The archive is still online, many of the works can still be
downloaded, but running them can be a complicated task given the differences between the software and

hardware architecture of present day computers and those that the works were created for.
78 See a discussion of this work in the context of runme.org in (Goriunova 2012, 85-86).

79 Presentation text and download links for Tempest for Eliza by Erik Thiele, on Runme.org, http://

runme.org/project/+tempest/, accessed 07.11.2018.

80 See Alexei Shulgin’s introductory text for the work on runme.org (Shulgin 2003).
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write a software that, when it is run, creates a series of images on the computer monitor such that
there is a specific pattern to the radio-waves leaked by the monitor. If picked by a close by radio-
receiver, these leaked radio-waves are rendered as a sound pattern that is recognizable as Fiir Elize.
Playfully commenting on TEMPEST, Thiele’s project has an unmistakable political tint, without
directly presenting itself as a political gesture. It performs a folding of a specific technology upon
itself in a way not intended by its producers (exploiting the leaked electromagnetic waves of digital
devices), a folding that has the potentiality to reveal in a strange light not only the black-boxed
inner workings of technological equipment but also the socio-political shades inherent in such
workings and their exploitation. In particular, the work engages with questions regarding property
over digital information, the individual and political stakes of gaining control/disturbing the control
over such property, but also with disregarded leakages, unintended side-effects and their role in

political power dynamics .

Downloading Thiele’s program places the spectator into a gray socio-political and legal arena in
which questions of electronic privacy, information exploitation, and structures of power with
respect to electronic information open up through the gesture of playing the technology against
itself. The disruptiveness of this work, and of the gestures of specta(c)torship that the work makes
possible and requires, resides in its potential to split open the seemingly monolithic technological
object and the homogenizing socio-political context in which it exists (and that it creates) as, what
Matthew Fuller calls, a media ecology, where ecology designates a 'massive and dynamic
interrelation of processes and objects, beings and things, patterns and matter' (Fuller 2005, 2). What
becomes conspicuous is the intermeshing of technological processes, socio-political attitudes, non-
linear histories, vectors of desire, affective flows and diagrammatic spaces of potentiality inherent

in the being of the art®work, and in the technologies with which it playfully experiments.
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It is significant that in the case of Thiele’s work the spectator is supposed to download the program
and to run it, to perform, or at least to trigger the performance of the potentially disruptive gesture.
There cannot be any pretension of innocence left for the spectator. At the same time the work is
freely distributed in the public domain, again highlighting this folding of the private sphere into the
public one and raising the problem of what kind of community is constituted by the accumulation of
these private political gestures. And this dimension of the work is further underlined by its inclusion
in the runme.org repository that itself addresses in its archival practices the private/public paradox

of downloadable art® and the question of online ownership.

Property, privacy, public space and the intricate relations between them emerge as a multilayered
problematic in this case: TEMPEST as infringement upon and protection of privacy; TEMPEST for
Eliza as a publicly available software that proposes a playful take on TEMPEST; the inclusion of
the work in the runme.org public repository as a 'found digital object';8! the spectator downloading
(, modifying) and running the software on their private computer in order to playfully exploit the
vulnerabilities of the device; and the list can go on at length. What is of interest for us, is to note the
extent to which the question of property is intimately interlinked with the renegotiation of public
and private space (Who owns the digital information? How to protect it? Should it be public?
Should it be private? What types of communities are subtended by this renegotiation of the private

and the public, and what kind of property regimes will develop in such communities?)

81 On runme.org there is a documentation of the work, and a download link that is still functional