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Transtechnology Research Reader 2015-17

Dr Hannah Drayson

 Since 2005 Transtechnology Research have delivered an annu-
al nine-month seminar series around an agreed theme. These seminars 
are led by Transtechnology researchers with individual or collabo-
rative papers and involve the collaboration of all Transtechnology 
doctoral and postdoctoral researchers as well as other contributors 
from other departments, universities, and walks of life. This edition 
of the Transtechnology Research Reader is a selection of papers from 
two consecutive years of our seminar series, 2015-16 and 2016-17. In 
a break with our normal practice we are publishing a small selection 
of papers in order to also include portfolios of images of some of the 
arts practice that compliments and underpins the work at Transtech-
nology Research. 
 Both seminar series represented here – the overviews and 
titles of which are also reproduced below – were centered broadly 
around the theme of affect, exploring it from two angles. Affect is, 
for the humanities if not the sciences, often defined by what it is not: 
characterized as nameless, a process rather than object, and experi-
enced outside of awareness. Our two themes of these years stemmed 
from a desire to articulate and collect artefacts and techniques that 
could connect our practice and thought with affect theory and 
affective traces. The series titled Objects of Affect and Affection sought 
to propose approaches to thinking about affect through the objects 
that embody or produce it. Tropes of Affect; Devices, Narrative and 
Illusion sought to deal with some of the manifestations of affect and 
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the techniques that it exploits in the creative practices shared by the 
constituency of the Transtechnology Research group, be they percep-
tual, narrative or technological. 
 The papers collected are organized by the connections that 
became apparent when we put them together for this volume. While 
the discussions seem to have roamed far from both our starting con-
cepts, the collective trains of thought that were set in motion by the 
series are apparent in the ideas that insist on coming back around. 
 The collection begins with two papers that offer differing 
takes on an affective object par excellence, Apple’s iPhone. Approached 
through various strategies of détournement and mis-use they explore 
how the affective dimensions of engagement with consumer technol-
ogies open up somewhat unexpected imaginative spaces. Edmonds’ 
essay, which charts his creative misuse of the iPhone’s panorama 
function to create photographic works, suggests certain equivalenc-
es with other complex (and opaque) apparatus, such as the cinema, 
and the human mind. This work is also the source of the wonderful 
cover image. In the second paper Haines explores the phenomenon of 
apparently ‘deviant’ approaches to consumer technologies – including 
blending them with kitchen equipment. She argues that these ‘feral’ 
impulses might figure as approaches to be unpicked by design think-
ing. Like Edmonds, reflecting on the ‘opacity’ of the device – Haines’ 
essay suggests that the opaque nature of the product is a tactic that is 
also understood in other fields such as literary fiction, used to render 
an object mysterious and therefore fascinating. 
 Staying with the theme of fiction, the following paper, by 
James Sweeting considers approaches to narrative, and taking a criti-
cal view of the power relations invoked by the use of narrative, where 
‘illusions of choice’ are invoked by the 2012 video game Spec-Ops: 
The Line. This essay considers the fraught issue of narrative as it is 
presented in the video games medium, which in invoking the tropes 
of narrative media, bely underlying, and affective forces that shape 
play and game form. Doove’s text, Mobile Absolutes or Absolute Mo-
biles explores the affective territory of the fact, embodied in the little 
device of the spirit measure over the span of a curatorial career that 
has embraced pataphysical approaches. 
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 The next paper, by Jackson and Stamboliev, returns to the 
realm of digital technologies by approaching the technology of hu-
manoid robotics and the digital uncanny. Drawing on their individual 
research projects they develop a discussion of how affective tropes 
such as gesture, recognizable from performance, are adopted and 
reinterpreted by technological practices concerned with producing 
interface technologies. Finally, Jackson’s A Resonant Touch, further 
develops these themes of mimicry, in the context of an interdisciplin-
ary project that bridges improvised dance practice, cognitive philoso-
phy and special educational needs schooling. Stimulated by a seminar 
presentation in which she brought a pair of meditation cymbals, the 
discussion around the theme of resonance led to the development of 
the paper here that explores themes of touch, empathy and mimicry 
as fundamental aspects of learning and human communication. 

 The seminar series is understood as a collaborative enterprise and 
we would like to thank everybody who has contributed to the seminar 
series and the discussions;

Rupert Allan, Amani Alsaad, Araceli De Anda González, Rosie Brave, 
Becalelis Brodskis, Tim Crabtree, Dr. Rita Cachão, Dr. Tim Coles, 
Prof. Sue Denham, Sarah Dewar, Dr. Hannah Drayson, Dr. Edith 
Doove, Guy Edmonds, Dr. Phil Ellis, Dr. Mathew Emmett, Dr. Je-
rome Fletcher, Dr. Joanna Griffin, Adam Guy, Lucinda Guy, Agatha 
Haines, Minami Hirayama, Dr. Coral Houtman, Theo Humphries, 
Jane Hutchinson, Johanna Ickert, Abigail Jackson, Jacqui Knight, 
Sarah Lavinsky, Dr. Claudia Loch, Frank Loeche, Dr. Kieran Lyons, 
Liz Nicol, Stephanie Moran, Dr. Sana Murrani, Dr. Mona Nasser, Dr. 
Kayla Parker, Nick Peres, Dr. Andrew Prior, Prof. Michael Punt, Julie 
Richardson, Eleonora Roaro, Marcy da Silva Saude, Eugenia Stambo-
liev, James Sweeting, Corinna Spencer, Kyoko Tadaoka, Dr. Stephen 
Thompson, Sarah Turton, Dr. Jon Rae, Dr. Anna Walker, Dr. Martyn 
Woodward.
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Overview statements for the Seminar Series. 

Transtechnology Research Seminar Series 2015/16; Objects of Affect 
and Affection

This Transtechnology Research seminar series explores how an object 
can be understood as a nexus of discourses, and how the arranging of 
those discourses in relation to a particular theoretical framework can 
offer reciprocal insights into the object and the framework. It also of-
fers some traction in the ongoing discussion of cognition and media 
(practices). Each seminar will have as its primary discursive focus an 
object and through this, aspects of theoretical and practical research 
will find engagement with an extended realm of enquiry. In this series 
each move will be driven by the discussion of the object either as a 
symptom, mnemonic or dream of an affective and affectionate media 
interaction; oblique strategies to engage with the avant-garde and 
recover art as an aesthetic experience that allows the artist and the 
artwork to affectively connect with whoever encounters it.

The series follows on from the series this year and explores the affec-
tive relationship of and with objects, media and technologies. We 
have called the series Objects of Affect and Affection in order to take 
forward our argument and examine the effects and consequences of 
the tendency of digitization to flatten difference.

Nov 18: Jane Hutchinson: Ephemeral Affections: The Elusive Object: 
Imagination, Abstraction and Dreams of Utopia
Dec 16: Edith Doove: Ephemeral Affections: Mobile Absolutes
Jan 20: Abigail Jackson: Ephemeral Affections: A Resonant Touch
Feb 17: Guy Edmonds: The Knife Anatomised: A Forensics of the 
Inter-Frame Space
Mar 23: James Sweeting: Freedom of Time and Space: Technological 
Affordances of Play
Apr 13: Agatha Haines and Eugenia Stamboliev: The Medical Gaze: 
Mechanical Distance and the Affected Mind
May 11: Nick Peres: Numbers and Bleeps: Decoding Healthcare’s 
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Digital Language
June 15: Johanna Ickert: Seismographs of the Anthropocene: Earth-
quake Early Warning Systems as a Sensuous-Aesthetic Praxis of Mate-
rial Interconnections and Processes
July 15: Jacqui Knight: Time’s Arrow

Transtechnology Research Seminar Series 2016/17 - Tropes of Affect: 
Devices, Narrative and Illusion

In 2015/16 we examined a number of objects and technological 
devices as archaeological traces of human cognitive processes, as both 
an intentional feature and a component of post hoc interpretation. 
In the following series we will look at an aspect of the mediation of 
affect through three key filters: illusion, devices and narrative. The 
notion of affect in the arts has been the topic of much theoretical, 
critical and practical response to art, design and architecture, and 
by extension to other human artefacts involving creativity including 
technology and media form. However, the understanding of affect 
often involves a contradiction; the manifestation of affect is regarded 
by many as both discontinuous with its expression and, consequently, 
only partially accessible to others. 

The issue here is one of an apparent failure to connect the subjectivity 
of expression with that of the receiver.

The imperative to bridge the gap between the experience of affect 
and its expression is arguably one of the key drivers of invention and 
creativity. One of the tactics in this on-going endeavour to articulate 
affect has been to use figures of speech or visual devices (such as met-
aphor, irony, and allegory, among others) for artistic effect. In these, 
the gap between the intended concept and the shared understanding 
is regarded as a rhetorical device that acknowledges, and even ampli-
fies, the inevitable partiality of any representation.

In this seminar series we will identify established tropes of affect in 
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the creative disciplines shared by researchers based in Transtechnology 
Research. One possible outcome is that we may be able to extend the 
argument of the previous series and contribute to Latour’s call for a 
more nuanced and valuable concept of reality for the 21st century – 
especially in the arts, sciences and humanities. Exploring the extent 
to which the rhetorical constraints of instrumentation, narrative, 
and illusion have extended the concept of human affect into a 
collaborative relationship with a shared hypothesis of the real.

Introduction: 
September 21: Hogarth’s Dog, Devices, Narrative and Illusion. Han-
nah Drayson, Michael Punt.

Devices: 
October 19:  Human Devices: Instrumentation of physicality in per-
formance. Abigail Jackson, Eugenia Stamboliev. 
November 16: Photographic Devices: The revenge of Veronica. Clau-
dia Pilsl. 
December 14: Deviating Devices: The productive misuse of technolo-
gy. Guy Edmonds, Agatha Haines.

Narrative: 
January 18: Narrative medicine: Pathos and the inframince mem-
brane. Edith Doove. 
March 15: Narrative: When time stood still. Becalelis Brodskis.
April 19: Narrative: What remains unsaid. Amani Assad.

Illusion: 
May 17: Reality: Illusions of Narrative, Narratives of Illusion. James 
Sweeting and Rupert Allan. 
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Practice Portfolio
Jacqui Knight
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Previous: The Bellringers (2016) 16mm B&W film with sound, 
duration 8:10
A short film depicting the bellringers physical and mathematical tech-
nique of ringing the changes; a 17th Century method of ringing bells 
through a full circle, which enables ringers to accurately ring continu-
ally changing mathematical permutations, known as "changes". 

Opposite: The Wall of Death (2014) 16mm B&W film with sound, 
duration 4:36
A short experimental film which momentarily shows up a type of 
flicker effect by tracking wall of death motorcycle riders around the 
wooden drum of this zoetrope sideshow spectacle against the striped 
big top circus tent.
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Practice Portfolio
Abigail Jackson
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Description of Images
My practice engages with the autistic community through one-to-one 
interactions with children on the autistic spectrum. This practice was 
first informed by my dance and movement training, which influenced 
the way in which I engage with the children, but has since been more 
formally influenced by training in Somatic Movement Practices and 
Contact Improvisation.
 
Publications:
Łucznik, K., Jackson, A., Sakuta, A., & Siarava, E. (2017). Let’s 
Improv It: The embodied investigation of social collaboration [Special 
Issue]. AVANT, 8, 301–310. doi:10.26913/80s02017.0111.0027

Workshops:
Let’s Improv It. Dance & Somatic Practices Conference 2017, Coventry 
University. In collaboration with Klara Łucznik, Aska Sakuta and 
Eleonora Siarava [July 2017]

A Space to Wonder. Dance Fields Un-Symposium, Coventry 
University. In collaboration with Klara Łucznik [Nov 2016]

Training:
Holistic Studies in Human Anatomy from an experiential perspective 
[Year 1 & Year 2] (2016-2018) the School of Experiential Learning, 
Buckfastleigh, facilitated by Rosalyn Maynard (www.tsoel.org.uk).
 
Images of training (p. 17) taken by Delia Spatareanu [Feb, 2018]
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Deviating Devices, or, the Camera with a Brain

Guy Edmonds

Abstract
This paper is drawn from reflections on my image making practice 
and in particular refers to work produced with one specific camera, 
the utterly ubiquitous iPhone 5c.

In general, I use this mobile phone, or smartphone, for 
making and receiving calls and text messages and for taking 
photographs in what can be summed up as a visual notebook 
mode. However, I have developed one further, modestly radical, 
use for it, which will be the subject of this paper, a use which may 
be better termed misuse and which perhaps demonstrates that a 
new technology is most productive when used incorrectly. While 
it may be instinctive for an artist working with any new medium 
to immediately test its limits, making it reveal its true nature by 
picking at the seams and provoking a malfunction, the sealed nature 
of this device, its seamlessness, indeed, would appear to close off 
such opportunities. It is at this point that misuse can stand in for 
the parallel artistic strategy of material resistance and exert leverage 
on a mostly immaterial medium to be artistically useful. In writing 
a first-person account of this interaction with a pre-programmed 
technological device, I will show how its productivity emerges slowly 
over time, through the back and forth of repeated use/misuse and 
critical reflection. I will conclude that this process of working with 
and playing against an apparently closed-off technological device has 
informed, challenged and modified my own perceptual apparatus.
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 Given the publishing constraints of this book, the images 
under discussion here should be thought of as only a basic reference 
for the much larger, full colour images printed on high quality, 
heavyweight paper. (See figures 1, 2, 3 & 4)

Diverting the intent
Directly after purchasing the phone, in April 2014, I explored the 
capabilities of the embedded camera. The interface requires selection 
of one of four different operating modes – Video, Photo, Square or 
Panorama. In the latter mode it is possible to take a panoramic photo 
by moving the camera from side to side, panning left to right or right 
to left, over a number of seconds. (See figure 5). I found the results 
fun but underwhelming, without any sense of having transcended 
mere gimmick. In the summer of 2014, on a long train journey from 
Bologna to Ancona – a journey I have made many times over the 
years – which passes along the Adriatic overlooking beach resorts 
and the petrochemical plant at Falconara, it somehow occurred to 
me to use the movement of the train to create the ‘Panorama’ rather 
than panning the scene with a bodily twist, as the manufacturer had 
catered for. The idea, I suppose, was to track the view from the track.
 The first result was not pretty but pointed to a certain 
potential – there was something going on that deserved further 
investigation. And, after all, it’s digital so there’s no cost to multiple 
attempts.  On the return journey, now holding the camera against the 
glass rather than in my hand, I had greater success. Already viewing 
the photos on the phone, and zooming in with a spread of the fingers, 
I could see that a remarkable level of detail had been recorded, as well 
as some exciting artefacts, which contrived to merge some objects 
and stretch others. The mix of fine detail and abstraction seemed 
like a real discovery. Also intriguing was the sense that although the 
image was perceptually incorrect, it was still easily readable and even 
appeared to have a certain innate, though not entirely discernible, 
logic.
 The ‘somehow’ of this eureka moment is worth a digression: 
It is possible that a predisposition to its occurrence had slowly formed 
from my prior research and experience of time-based photography, 
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Figure 1: Amsterdam, 2016
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Figure 2: Jakarta, 2015
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Figure 3: Plymouth, 2015
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Figure 4: Basle, 2017
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chronophotography and timed panoramic photography; also of the 
tracking shots used in motion pictures. However, it is also interesting 
to take note of another train-bound moving image-related eureka 
moment. That romantic historian of the motion picture, Terry 
Ramsaye, accords, apocryphally enough, not just the invention of the 
multiple blade film projector shutter to Albert E. Smith, the Anglo-
American film pioneer and designer of the Vitagraph but the moment 
of its invention to Smith’s journey along a railway line, bound for 
New York.

As Smith regarded the New Jersey meadow landscape through the train 
window he noted the similarity of the screen flicker to that produced by the 
sweeping past of the telegraph poles. And again as the train flashed through a 
station he compared the slow flicker of the poles with the dancing but almost 
imperceptible flicker on the line of vision as he looked through the picket fence 
separating the tracks. This gave him the notion of dividing up the flicker of the 
motion picture by adding blades to the then single bladed shutter. He tried this 
out and found that by multiplying the flicker in fact he eliminated it in effect. 
(Ramsaye, 1964: 351)

 
Could it be, therefore, that under certain conditions a train journey 
can provide the right conditions for generating creative insight? 
My hypothesis would be that the train journey can be a source of 
invention in both form and content– a mobile lab for ideas and 
engine of creativity. In this sense, it shares crucial features with the 
cinema, at least the type of cinema that indulges in shots of long 
duration and avoids the excessive stimulation of narrative. In my 
experience, experimental film screenings are one of the best places 
to think about film, providing a free mental space that is necessarily 
denied during the conventional film experience. Both situations share 
an immobile subject exposed to a mild visual stimulus of optical flow 
enhanced by ‘almost imperceptible flicker’.
 Back in Plymouth, using an Epson large format inkjet 
printer, I made the first tangible extractions of the JPEG digital 
image files that the camera had produced. Using all the data at a 
print resolution of 300dpi, created an image of circa 8.5 x 36 inches, 
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much larger than the maximum available in photo mode, which 
provides for an image size of 8 x 11 inches at the same resolution.1 
Printing the image out, in this case on to fine art cotton rag paper, 
was a definitive step. It removed it from the dispositif of the mobile 
phone and its tiny backlit screen and aligned it with a long history of 
panoramic photography and high quality image making which has 
a semi-immersive scale. The prints helped to embody the paradox 
of a highly-detailed photograph whose definition is nevertheless 
disconnected from adherence to the pro-filmic reality. They also 
represent a further modest rebellion against the corporate intentions 
of the device, which have escaped the intended loop of capture and 
immediate exhibition via social media and an endless proliferation 
of other tiny screens. Who prints photos these days, let alone photos 
from iPhones? And yet hidden in this dispositif was an enormous 
alternative potential. As Theo Humphries commented during the 
Transtechnology Research Seminar at which I presented these 
images, ‘it makes you wonder what other joyous things they have 
[successfully] removed?’2 A further aide to the development of my 
alternative dispositif was the discovery that a box existed which could 
contain these unwieldy prints, which, especially due to their size, 
were easily damaged. The box, manufactured by an archival products 
company, was presumably designed for vintage panoramic prints and 
school photographs. (See figure 6)
 A sojourn in California, with its famous abundant light 
and freeways, created ideal conditions for new deviant panorama 
photos. I found that I didn’t tire of the effect because unlike the 
correct use of the ‘Panorama’ mode the element of chance in scanning 
a changing landscape from a moving platform of variable speed 
continued to produce results that were unexpected, surprising and 
suggestive of new meanings. When taking the image, I chose the 
moment to begin but not necessarily the endpoint. While the final 

1  This equates to pixel dimensions of 2472 x 10800 for panorama mode 
and 2448 x 3264 in photo mode.
2  ‘Deviating Devices: the productive misuse of technology.’ Guy Edmonds 
and Agatha Haines. Transtechnology Research Seminar Series, University of Plym-
outh, Plymouth, UK, 14 December 2016.
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Figure 5: A page from Apple Inc.’s patent (US020120293610A) for Intelligent Image Blending for Pano-
ramic Photography.
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Figure 6: The author demonstrates the scale of the panoramic photographs and their box
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result is a still image, during its creation the image is a live video 
which, as user, one can see unfolding. The iPhone camera blurs the 
traditional distinction between the two media and in ‘Panorama’ 
mode effectively produces hybrid film-photos. It takes regular time 
slices and compiles them over a varying duration, anything between 
5 seconds to potentially minutes long, depending on the speed of 
travel. As creator, therefore, one is taking a back seat, choosing only a 
moment in which to initiate a process, resigning some creative agency 
to the device. One can imagine Henri Cartier-Bresson becoming 
rather frustrated by such indecision compared to the finely tuned and 
efficient mechanism of his Leica that was an extension of ‘the brain, 
the eye and the heart’ (Cartier-Bresson, 1999: 24). On the other 
hand, however, the cultural philosopher Vilém Flusser, has claimed 
a greater degree of agency for photographic devices than that with 
which they are normally credited, especially when, as in the hands 
of such hero-photographers as Cartier-Bresson, the photographer’s 
fame obscures the role of the apparatus. Indeed, Flusser’s apparatus-
centric analysis seems especially applicable to the case of my iPhone 
panorama photos.

The camera is not a tool, but a toy, and the photographer is not a worker 
as such, but a player: not “homo faber,” but “homo ludens.” Except: the 
photographer does not play with, but against, his toy. He crawls into the camera 
in order to discover the tricks hidden there. The pre-industrial craftsman was 
surrounded by tools, and the industrial machine was surrounded by workers, 
but the photographer is within the camera, intricated in it. This is a new kind of 
relationship, where man is neither the constant nor the variable, but one where 
man and apparatus form a single function-unit. This is why the photographer 
should be called the “functionnaire” of an apparatus. (Flusser, 1984: 19)

However, despite this apparent lack of control, my ludic 
‘functionnaire’ self wrestles back some influence at the editing stage, 
in fact not unlike Cartier-Bresson, who took many more photos 
in the temporal vicinity of his iconic ‘decisive moments’ (Cartier-
Bresson, 1952) than is often acknowledged. My method has a very 
high shooting ratio, which I am quite unused to with analogue 
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photography projects. I would estimate that at least half are deleted 
immediately while still on the phone. Of those that bear further 
investigation, I have saved 600 of which only 20 have been selected 
for printing. Many immediate losses are due to bad focus or over 
or under exposure, these values being fixed at the start of what one 
might call the ‘long moment’ of picture taking. Ultimate selection for 
printing is determined by my subjective assessment of the semi-found 
photograph’s composition, subject and overall effect. I particularly 
value a balance of messy and formal qualities in these extractions of 
reality.

Camera with a brain 
After some reflection on the printed photographs and the process 
of making them, it perhaps belatedly occurred to me that their 
significance lay in them having been produced by a camera with a 
brain. That, in effect, there were two brains in this operation as my 
traditional-style brain had been augmented by an extra dollop of 
cognition provided by the software controlling the device.
 As a photographer and filmmaker using predominantly 
analogue technology, I use a number of different cameras, which 
are capable of imparting subtle distinctions to the images that they 
produce (Edmonds, 2016). However, only the camera that is also 
a phone has the ability to further process the image after having 
captured it. During the picture making operation, one can even see 
the camera engage in what looks like thinking or deliberation. The 
live video view shows the image within the camera’s line of sight and 
only moves to the next image when it has decided to accept it into 
the gradually forming panorama. Sometimes it hovers in deliberation 
and it is possible to see images that are then discarded before ever 
having the chance to be woven into the final result. A program 
which analyses the data arriving from the imaging chip and which 
decides whether one set of data is a sufficient match to the previous 
presumably drives this process, although such an operation is never 
explicitly part of the interface. The speed of travel is critical to the 
camera’s ability to process, and is therefore somewhat analogous to 
human vision, which also has limitations bound by the requirements 
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of processing so much visual data. There are parts of reality that we 
ignore or gloss over either because they exceed the processing ability 
of our visual system or because they are considered unimportant at a 
cognitive level.

The traditional photographic camera has often been co-
opted as a fallible model of visual perception and it is tempting to 
similarly assign notions of thinking and cognition to the camera-
phone with live image processing. In such a system, the percept is not 
just received and recorded; it is subjected to the application of prior 
knowledge. Such a move, from camera/eye to camera/brain, while 
failing to avoid the drawbacks of any metaphor, at least empowers a 
more extended model of visual processing, much of which we now 
know takes place in the brain. The very ocular-centric notion of 
kino-eye, from the 1920s Soviet movie-making avant-garde, becomes 
rather, kino-brain, and corresponds with recent work in film studies 
which has acknowledged the role of the entire nervous system in the 
cinema experience.

Black box resistance 
The import of such a development would seem substantial, however, 
what is interesting about such a move is that it is hidden away, by 
the device itself and its makers, by the designed interface, and only 
revealed when subjected to abuse. Only by deviating from common 
usage and forcing an error is the device revealed as a thinking device, 
a camera with a brain, or indeed a smart camera. Using it as intended 
masks the fact that it is not just taking an accurate representation of 
spatial reality, but also engaging in processing that reality. It pretends 
that it is still only a camera along the lines of a camera obscura or film 
camera, with no greater ontological claim. The operation of a ‘brain’ 
is masked by the non-brain label of ‘Panorama’. There was perhaps 
the careless assumption that the phone was ‘smart’ because it also had 
a camera not because the camera was also ‘smart’. There is a further 
subterfuge worth noting, one already enacted by most panoramic 
photography, which denies the time-based nature of the practice. 
Historic panoramic photographs ostentatiously declare their wish to 
expand space but rarely, with the exception of the schoolboy trick of 
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racing to the opposite end of the benches during the exposure of the 
posed class photograph, do they acknowledge their incidental ability 
to expand time and record duration.

The iPhone camera hides its virtuosity behind a virtual button 
called ‘Panorama’. It follows Eastman Kodak’s mass-market amateur 
photography tradition of ‘you press the button, we do the rest’ 
(Harding, 2005), although ‘the rest’ occurs almost instantaneously 
and remains inside the black box. The implication of such systems 
is that there is no need to know how it works because it does so 
perfectly. The technology is almost invisible and offers no resistance. 
By contrast, it is an artistic strategy to employ the creative potential 
of material resistance whether it is the physical substance of a block 
of Carrara marble for Michelangelo or a specific process such as 
analogue filmmaking, as described by Tacita Dean.3 In the case of 
making these panoramic photos the productive obstruction was 
provided by the resistance of the black box of the camera’s design to 
penetration. Or, as Flusser would have it, playing against the toy. It 
is a kind of fight or tussle mode of artistic operation because doing 
what it wants you to do is immediately boring and already done by 
millions of other users. In that sense, the eureka moment was actually 
an ‘aha, I’ve found it out, it’s not perfect after all’ – perfection was 
never interesting anyway. For me, this experience has also provided 
an entry point into using digital photography: when I realised that 
it could be broken, it became interesting and paradoxically a more 
productive tool.4

Productive misuse
The practice of deviating devices can be seen as an extension of the 
concept of what are known as philosophical toys. These 18th and 
3  “The value of any medium is that it can act independently of the artist: 
Not every action is deliberate; not every gesture has intent, as any painter can attest. 
Film as a medium brings qualities to the work, some that the maker never intend-
ed-characteristics integral to its chemistry and to its internal disciplines and materi-
al resistance.” (Mazzanti, Dean, & Taubin, 2015, 294)
4  The glitch, the visible sign of a broken system and a telling moment of 
truth in the increasingly pervasive digital environment has itself become a design 
trope as well as an object of artistic research, see (Grundell, 2016)
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19th century optical toys were simple hand-holdable devices which 
exploited and made palpable features of our visual system that 
consequently gave rise to philosophical challenges to our common 
sense of reality. They were both means of scientific enquiry and 
parlour games. Once deviated the iPhone is a perception device that 
both mimics our way of seeing and leads one to imagine alternative 
ways of seeing. These images ask, how do we see, actually? What are 
the different ways of seeing, machine and animal? They can refer to 
pathologies of vision such as akinetopsia (cerebral motion blindness) 
(Zeki, 1991) or theories of vision such as segmentation and chunking 
(Zacks, Speer, Swallow, & Maley, 2010). They can address the still 
unsettled scientific debate as to whether our perception is achieved 
through a continuous or intermittent sampling of reality (VanRullen 
& Koch, 2003). They can also refer to the experiments of the film 
and photography pioneers, in the sense that doing it wrong is a way 
of getting back to doing it first, but in this case, there is no ambition 
to perfect the errors but rather to error the perfection, to reintroduce 
the potential for creativity which the errors signal.
 Aside from provoking questions about our faculties of 
perception, these images also have an expressive function. Despite 
their materially two-dimensional state, they are readable or at least 
evocative of four dimensions. They are films that are viewable as still 
images. Portraying more than just a moment, they are a gaze rather 
than a blink, an encounter rather than a frisson. Having now taken 
many hundreds, and possibly shifting my perception accordingly, 
they now feel more experientially valid to me than a conventional 
photograph, a better record of the experience of travelling on a train 
in Switzerland or being in a car in a traffic jam in Jakarta than 
is afforded by a snapshot or even a film clip.5 Operating in the 
intriguing space between film and photography, the effect is perhaps 
similar to the short bursts of frames making up Oskar Fischinger’s 
1927 film, Walking from Munich to Berlin, an anomalous experiment 
even within his own experimental film oeuvre, in which vivid 

5  The practice does not require an exotic location per se, as these examples 
may suggest. Images taken locally in Plymouth and Ivybridge have the effect of 
transfiguring and seeing anew familiar landscapes.
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moments occurring during a walk lasting three and a half weeks are 
condensed into a screen time of three and a half minutes.6

 Through misusing this device, I have also felt a shift in 
my perception of the built environment. It is as though I have 
unwittingly trained my perception to appreciate or at least identify 
a new architectural idiom. These images seem to provide evidence 
for a tendency in modern architecture in which architectural 
elements have passed through a digital tool box of copy and paste 
and self-conscious pixellation, before being subtly or not-so-subtly 
recombined. Although the effect is almost universally available in 
modern townscapes, a good example is offered by the redevelopment 
of the BBC's Portland Place building where the new extension of the 
iconic 1930s modernist structure appears as an over-restored digital 
copy of the original (see figure 7). Given the technological revolution 
occurring in the broadcasting industry over the last decade this seems 
entirely appropriate and offers a persuasive institutional narrative, 
which is made use of in shorthand form in the corporation’s idents 
and overall branding. In short, it would seem that architecture 
perhaps more so than photography and film has reacted against the 
digitization of its practice not by a reversion to analogue techniques 
but by seeking out the productive mistakes, and playful errors 
present in the new technology. Whether such glitches are literally 
incorporated into the fabric of buildings such as at the House of 
Electronic Arts in Basle or rather treated allusively as at the BBC or in 
the plans for Google’s new London headquarters, lining the railway 
tracks at King’s Cross (see figure 8), these experiential slices of urban 
landscape seem to provide the missing link as to how our perception 
itself has been remodelled and rendered digitally sliced and diced.7

6  For a detailed discussion of the film’s “utterly original” hybridity, see 
(Frederick, 2013)
7  Concerning the House of Electronic Arts building, see (Voon, 2015). 
BIG and Heatherwick’s design for Google shows “an exterior that takes its cue from 
the somewhat po-faced regularity of office blocks around it, and from the repeating 
lines of the railway tracks down one side. These rhythms then get jiggered, as if the 
internal energy can’t be contained any longer.” (Moore, 2017)

This work was supported by CogNovo (FP7-PEOPLE-2013-ITN-604764), a project funded by the EU 
Marie Curie programme.
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Figure 7: “BBC Radio 4 Broadcasting House” www.bbc.co.uk

Figure 8: “Google, King's Cross by Thomas Heatherwick” www.hayesdavidson.com
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Deviating Devices: Feral Strategies for Design 
Interventions

Agi Haines

Abstract
This paper considers questions and concerns at the fringes of design 
practice that may arise as a result of feral strategies used to deviate 
the use of devices1. Using as an example the device destruction video 
genre found on platforms such as YouTube this paper builds on Mike 
Michael’s argument that feral science can lead to an excess of knowl-
edge (Michael, 2017). In his essay he uses this argument to help 
reframe citizen science. This paper will offer some insights into how 
design might deal with the same excess knowledge. This paper takes 
the iPhone as a central case, and makes reference to design agendas in 
the Apple Corporation. It begins with a short account of the Luddite 
movement as an example of destruction as a sign of change. It is a 
common idea within science and technology studies (STS) that as 
technology becomes increasingly complex it becomes more opaque, 
giving the object more mystery and the user less access. In literary 
fiction opacity is a strategy to purposefully apply mystery in order to 
gain power over the audience. The idea is introduced that the prod-
uct design of the iPhone may be using this strategy borrowed from 
literary fiction in order to give the company power over the user. 
These two disciplines are linked in design fiction, a design practice that 
draws from both STS and literary fiction to create a space between 
where these questions can be considered. This paper introduces ludic 
design as a way to discuss how accounts of hacking and misuse of the 
1  Drawing from the discussion and insights gained from ‘Deviating Devic-
es’ seminar (Edmonds and Haines, 2016).
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iPhone might invite the new term ‘feral science’ into the discipline 
of design. Feral science may be seen then as a strategy for the use and 
collection of information by alternative means and may be consid-
ered as a productive approach for thinking about design and design 
intervention.

Introduction
In the YouTube series ‘Will it blend?’ an iPhone swirls around in slow 
motion inside the plastic case of an industrial blender (Will It Blend? 
- iPhone, 2007). Since this video was posted ten years ago videos of 
iPhone destruction have become common online. There are entire 
YouTube channels and series dedicated to destruction of mobile 
phones (TechRax, 2017; GizmoSlip, 2017; HaerteTest, 2017). The 
high number of views and subscribers to these channels suggest there 
is satisfaction in observing the destruction of these kinds of objects. 
This growing genre of device destruction videos presents a vast num-
ber of creative trials and options to destroy a mobile phone, including 
by gunshot (EverythingApplePro, 2015) sword (GizmoSlip, 2014), 
molten lava (TechRax, 2015), chainsaw (HaerteTest, 2015), and 
train (TechRax, 2016). The phones in the videos span various brands 
and models, showing that the purpose of the destruction is beyond 
taking a stance against a particular brand. Many of the videos present 
a loose aim to compare models or collect data, containing follow up 
videos as well as invites for public comments. In ‘Destroying iPhones: 
Feral Science and the Antithetical Citizen’ Mike Michael connects 
this genre of videos to ‘feral science’ practices (Michael, 2017). A 
term Michael introduces to differentiate this type of data collection 
from institutional science or even citizen science in that even though 
it contains its own rules it is still ‘beyond domestication’ (Michael, 
2017). He situates these videos within a wider context of ‘destructive 
testing’2 seen in television programs such as ‘Smash Lab’ or ‘Brainiac: 
Science Abuse’. Destruction (in one instance as Michael describes it) 
2  Destructive testing is a method of product analysis in which design weak-
nesses are revealed through destruction of the product. Destructive testing is often 
undertaken in circumstances in which safety is at stake for example the “crash test” 
used for testing body safety in a car crash (Euro NCAP, 2017) and the “shake-table 
test” to test building materials in an earthquake (Duarte et al, (1994).  
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is a ‘tool’ that may generate ‘epistemic excess’ (Michael, 2017); this 
paper argues that within this excess of knowledge that this genre cre-
ates may lie fuel or strategies for productive design interventions.

Destruction as a sign of Change
In 1811 a group of skilled textile labourers smashed and destroyed 
looms, cloth cutting and textile machinery. Influenced by the ac-
tions of General Ned Ludd, the ‘Luddites’ used these acts of violence 
against technology as ‘collective bargaining by riot’ (Jones, 2013) 
to negotiate their role alongside “machinery they saw as unfair to 
their craft and trade” (Jones, 2013). There is a significant mythology 
surrounding the Luddite movement, and the epithet Luddite has 
become romanticized as a pro-nature and anti-technology stance. The 
Luddites’ feral action exposes a complex narrative around the op-
position to the implementation of technology that is far from solely 
cultivating a primitive existence. Their acts of destruction could be 
described not only as a revolt against industrialisation but also the re-
sult of a political stance against control and the class system. Accord-
ing to Yost: ‘The simple act of destroying the machine could neither 
prevent nor slow down the forces of change’(2011), the Luddites did 
not prevent the onset of technological advancement in the textile 
industry, yet they have left a historical imprint on the representation 
of the forces of change. Their partially fictional leader, General Ned 
Ludd was a figurehead for exposing concern regarding sensitive social 
topics using the tactic of violent action. The voice of the Luddites was 
heard through the destruction of technology, exposing the technology 
as potential target for acts of human emotion in the face of change. 

Fictional Intangibility
In Latour’s Pandora’s Hope: Essays on the reality of science studies (2000) 
he argues that as the complexity of a technology increases so does its 
lack of visibility. He proposes that technology itself functions inside a 
‘black box’3 and our interaction with it is external to this. 

3  The black box is a metaphor for internal workings that are not made visi-
ble or understandable.
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When a machine runs efficiently, when a matter of fact is settled, one need 
focus only on its inputs and outputs and not on its internal complexity. Thus, 
paradoxically, the more science and technology succeed, the more opaque and 
obscure they become (Latour, 2000).

The iPhone is a piece of functioning technology that may be de-
scribed as a black box in that its internal workings are difficult to 
access. The ‘black box’ is not only necessarily a result of existing 
design but also a technique that can be transferred to design fiction. 
In the production of diegetic prototypes (Kirby, 2010) creating an 
object that looks as though it may work or function in an alternative 
world allows ‘the extraordinary to become tangible or possible. We 
are drawn into the possibility that even our wildest imaginings can be 
realised’ (Bleeker, 2010). The black box may as a result of becoming 
an entry point for fictional prototypes may make the technologies in 
turn appear more fictional.4

 In Revell’s talk ‘It came through the seams!’ at Lift Geneva 
he makes links between literary fiction and machine function, pre-
senting media representations of computing and technology that use 
language associated with magic and the occult. He suggests that when 
technology functions beyond our reasonable or rationalisable expecta-
tions it can be experienced as magical or horrific (Revell, 2016). The 
opacity of the iPhone’s inner workings are (what Arthur C. Clarke 
may describe as) ‘almost indistinguishable from magic’ (Clarke, 
1973). In fictional writing the purposeful withholding of informa-
tion creates intentional mystery that holds power over the audience 
(Abrams, 2007). 
 The individualistic values embodied in characters such as the 
designer and protagonist presented in ‘The Fountainhead’ (Rand, 
2007) aims to promote innovation and personal goals above all else. 
These ideals represented in author Ayn Rand’s character Roark were 
documented as being influential to those those working at Silicon 
Valley (Curtis, 2011). One of Silicon Valley’s most famous products 
the iPhone as a core device to promote individualism is only further 
4  Bruce Stirling argues “Design fiction plays games with these transitions 
of the amazing and the boring, the transitions of the believable and the incredible.” 
(Sterling, 2013)
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lamented in Benjamin Bratton’s essay ‘iPhone city.’ Bratton speculates 
on the iPhone as a container of a condensed version of a whole city 
allowing individual access at hand to larger societal systems such as 
‘people, markets, goods, transport, information’ (Bratton, 2009). He 
considers his speculations as ‘fraught with risk…because of what it 
might accomplish and quickly lose ability to control’ (Bratton, 2009). 
 Technology that is easily dismantled has vulnerability; it gives 
the user a sense of control through comprehension of its parts and 
processes. The iPhone on the contrary is difficult to penetrate without 
force, it has become a mystery, and its inner workings have an opacity 
that has power over the user. Yet there is no need to see its workings 
to believe it can function in the world, if there is an assumption that 
the rules of the object ‘just work’. Apple’s intent to shield users from 
the vast complexity of its internal workings was reaffirmed by their ‘it 
just works’ campaign (Apple WWDC 11 Keynote, 2011). It is ques-
tionable if the element of mystery was also designed into the iPhone 
in order to take control away from the user. The ‘it just works’ cam-
paign encourages a belief in the phone’s function regardless of knowl-
edge of its working process. ‘It just works’ is an attitude encompassed 
in Rand’s first sentence of her definition of freedom ‘Freedom (n.): 
To ask nothing’ (Rand, 2007). Still perpetuated through the iPhone’s 
mystery is the idea that freedom for the user corresponds to a lack of 
knowledge and in turn lack of control.  
 ‘Opacity’ is now a very different design strategy from the 
popular products of the 1980s such as the clear unisonic telephone. 
This represents new agendas in design differing from Apple’s trans-
parent iMac released in 1998 (Epler, 2017). The idea that products 
should be protected from external tampering has led to frustration 
in the contemporary maker and hacker communities regarding the 
current state of design and it’s opacity towards the user. Toombs et al. 
write that one of the most intriguing aspects of this community to 
researchers is their ‘asserted potential for increased democratisation 
of technology use’ (Toombs, Bardzell and Bardzell, 2017), preferring 
the sharing of knowledge encompassed across open systems such as 
Github (Build better software together, 2017).
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Accounts of Hacking and Misuse
Adafruit is a store, manufacturer and educational platform for elec-
tronics (Adafruit Industries, 2017). It promotes shared making and 
learning through online community support from a history of hack-
ing to learn electronics5. In contrast to the open-source DIY electron-
ics movement Apple’s terms of service strictly prohibits hacking, even 
opening the back of the phone violates the terms of service as well as 
preventing application modification.  

You may not copy…reverse-engineer, disassemble, attempt to derive the source 
code of, modify, or create derivative works of the Licensed Application. (Apple, 
2016)

Without force Apple’s seemingly impenetrable technological interior 
is less accessible for encouraging mechanical modification, although 
the idea of deviating a device such as the iPhone may not necessarily 
be a physical action. As ‘hacking involves reconceptualising certain 
basic vocabulary’ (Toombs, Bardzell and Bardzell, 2017) tools in this 
case for example do not necessarily have to mean physical objects but 
can be methods for dealing with objects. Deviation from the intend-
ed use of this device may also involve hacking its intended functions 
or the rules surrounding them. In his paper Deviating Devices or the 
Camera with a Brain (2017)– also in this volume– Guy Edmonds 
presents his deviant misuse of the panoramic function of the iPhone’s 
camera. Edmonds highlighted a quirky characteristic in the inner 
workings of the iPhone that reminds us of the function of the phone 
through glitches. The glitch in the intended use of the phone is a me-
mento of function. Edmonds' glitches present a feral strategy of play 
that is fuelled partially by intrigue and partially by mistake. The devi-
ation is still anarchic, working against intended function, but reduces 
the product’s opacity as the internal workings become more visible. 
This feral strategy shows how ideas that influenced the making of the 
iPhone, or the agenda surrounding it become clearer, creating a space 
5  ‘Adafruit was founded in 2005 by MIT hacker & engineer, Limor “Lady-
ada” Fried. Her goal was to create the best place online for learning electronics and 
making the best designed products for makers of all ages and skill levels.’ (Adafruit 
Industries, 2017)
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to question user interactions with the design. Even though there 
is difficulty penetrating or hacking the phone’s internal workings, 
deviance from the intent of the design can offer us insight into how 
designers develop interactive products and how people interpret those 
products, in which case the black box may not be as impenetrable as 
Apple’s designers and engineers had thought.
 In design, interpretation can be a problematic area as when 
creating products, many designers assume the interpretation of 
operations, functions and even the role a product may play in users’ 
lives. This can often result in a solutionist approach where problem-
atic interpretations of products are measured, and a ‘correct’ solution 
is devised which is then worked towards. In social studies of science, 
Wiebe Bijker, Thomas Hughes and Trevor Pinch (2005) suggest there 
is an interpretive flexibility not only in how artefacts are interpreted 
by users but also in how they are designed. This idea of a ‘correct 
solution’ is usually different for different people, including the design-
ers themselves who have personal preferences and the agenda of the 
companies or corporations they are associated with– who also play a 
part in the creative process. A move towards creative interpretation 
and play in feral or deviant interaction with products may be likened 
to ‘ludic design’. Phoebe Sengers and Bill Gaver describe ludic design 
or design that invites ludic activities as ‘activities motivated by curi-
osity, exploration and reflection rather than externally defined tasks’ 
(Gaver, 2004). They propose that products could be designed with 
completely open-ended interpretations. 

Systems that can be interpreted in multiple ways allow individual users to define 
their own meanings for them, rather than merely accepting those imposed by 
designers. (Sengers and Gaver, 2006)

The interactions in question in this paper are specific to the devices 
described, and although the insights may not be applicable to interac-
tions with other devices, they can highlight individual differences in 
personal interpretation of devices. 
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Discussion
The smug acceptance of what exists can also merge with purely spectacular rebel-
lion; this reflects the simple fact that dissatisfaction itself became a commodity as 
soon as economic abundance could extend production to the processing of such 
raw materials (Debord and Knabb, 1967).

The destruction of the iPhone may on the one hand be a spectacular 
rebellion; the deviance from the preciousness of the technological ob-
ject makes light of dissatisfaction using the distribution of feral action 
through social media. The dissatisfaction, from a designer’s perspec-
tive, is not necessarily in the function of the product but rather a con-
cern of systems of production associated with abundance in design. 
Yet the abundance in design allows for destructive testing generating 
‘epistemic excess’ (Michael, 2017). This excess has led to design 
practices in which production is not placed at the forefront of prod-
uct, rather it allows products and ideas to be tested, shot at, thrown 
in lava, run over, and through this process they are considered. Such 
as in ludic design or design fiction as mentioned above. Dissatisfac-
tion itself has become a commodity in these design fields in which 
the systems of design are problematised and reimagined. The feral 
science strategies presented in the example of the device destruction 
video genre can expose dissatisfaction of systems, a useful resource for 
the designer, making its dissemination one of both spectacular and 
productive rebellion.
 This paper has not dealt with the design functions of the 
iPhone learnt through the knowledge Michael discusses that is gen-
erated through the destruction video genre, such as tensile strength 
of the metal casing or accessibility of the USB ports. Rather that 
excess knowledge allows a privileged space for consideration, beyond 
improving the product, towards a comprehension of personal and so-
cietal relationships and interactions with the product. As made visible 
in the destruction videos the accessibility of this excess knowledge 
is through a change in methods. Massumi suggests that by working 
with the technology in order to create new knowledge for design 
‘chance must be added to truly yield change’ (Massumi, 1998). The 
feral strategies, which at face value may appear ‘beyond domestica-
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tion’ (Michael, 2017) are productive in that they raise unconsidered 
questions at the fringes of design practises. 
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Right: Collages displaying the evolution of their respective videogame 
series’  originally created for research poster: 
Sweeting, J. (2015) ‘The Videogames Medium and its Compressed 
History of Nostalgia’ [poster presentation]. Plymouth University 
Postgraduate Conference, Plymouth University, Plymouth, UK. 2nd 
December 2015.

Below: “Liebig card” created for Transtechnology Slow Conference 
2017/18: Revisiting ideoplasticity: contingency, action, and imagination.

www.jsweeting.me

Practice Portfolio
James Sweeting
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Mobile Absolutes or Absolute Mobiles - 
Balancing Fact and Fiction at the end of the 19th 
Century and the Beginning of the 21st.

Edith Doove

Abstract
This paper discusses the balance between fact and fiction or reali-
ty and its interpretation via art and science. It uses a small bubble 
spirit, originating from a curator’s practice, as ‘... an object [that] 
can be understood as a nexus of discourses, and how the arranging 
of those discourses in relation to a particular theoretical framework 
can offer reciprocal insights into the object and the framework’ 
(Trans-techresearch.net, 2015).1 The paper discusses thus its potential 
agency, beyond its initial purpose, investigating the general idea of 
measurement and measuring, the critical attitude towards this at the 
beginning of the 20th century via Henri Poincaré and the subsequent 
pataphysical interpretation by Marcel Duchamp. It then develops this 
discussion in the light of a current wider concern with a balance be-
tween fact and fiction, as demonstrated in the recent Trial of Fiction 
(Paris, Nuit blanche, 7th October 2017).

Keywords:
Fact, fiction, trust, fake news, Duchamp

1  The overarching theme for the seminar series of 2015/16 was ‘Objects 
of Affect and Affection’. Within this context, the author gave a seminar as part of 
a subseries called ‘Ephemeral Affections’ that researched the connection of ephem-
erality and movement trough the ide a of a machine (Jane Hutchinson), the infra-  
mince (Edith Doove) and of touch (Abigail Jackson).
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Introduction
To doubt everything or to believe everything are two equally convenient solutions; 
both dispense with the necessity of reflection. (Poincaré, 1905, p. xvii)

The small bubble spirit pictured above, about 8cm wide, has played 
an extensive part in my curatorial practice. Because one of its handles 
has broken off it can no longer be used for its original purpose - 
which would see it hung on a piece of string so the user can check the 
straightness of a line of a longer length. With one of the handles miss-
ing, it can only be used to check the straightness of a solid surface, as 
demonstrated in the photograph. As many builders, carpenters or cu-
rators will confirm, what exactly is meant by being ‘straight’ is highly 
dependent on the context, background, surroundings or materials by 
which something is measured. The bubble spirit level therefore does 
not work in all circumstances. If walls or general surroundings are 
crooked it might be better to create the equilibrium in a different way 
and measure by eye. By repeated use - and thus training the eye - it 
became eventually more or less obsolete, even before its handle came 
off. But it gained another agency as its wobbly nature, both through 
its bubble and its questionable use as mentioned above, led to a 
reflection to the equally wobbly relationship between fact and fiction 
(or art in general) and thus became a beautiful metaphor for it.
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 The fact that this kind of bubble spirit is meant to be used in 
combination with a piece of string or thread has special significance 
in its connection to the so-called ‘Thread School’ or ‘L’Ecole du Fil’ 
which was discussed by Poincaré in his book La Science et l’Hypothese 
(1902), translated into Science and Hypothesis (1905). In this book - 
aimed at a general public - Poincaré used the example of the Thread 
School to underscore his thesis on the relativity of standards - to 
which we will return further on. The Thread School was introduced by 
M.Andrade opposing the school of mechanics, but in Poincare’s view 
failed to be convincing in its method (1905: 120-124). Poincaré’s 
insight came at a point when notions of straightness and aligning had 
more than a technical meaning. As Molly Nesbit demonstrates in her 
essay The Language of Industry (1991: 351-384) on the importance 
of technical drawing at the end of the 19th century, there is a direct 
connotation between measurement and modular thinking. They form 
the basis of the development of industry as they allow regulation and 
control. Standardisation is thus an integral part of industrialisation. 
At the basis of both lies a straight line. As an ardent reader of the 
writings of Poincaré, Marcel Duchamp seemed to have been inspired 
by the Thread School as demonstrated in various of his art works. Fur-
thermore he would have been trained in the drawing technique that 
Nesbit describes, the combination of which would make him start to 
question definite measures and models, as demonstrated below.

The standardisation of distances
It is useful to first discuss the origin of standardisation of measure-
ment within the French context before we return to Duchamp. In 
1795, the French Revolutionary Government defined six new deci-
mal units amongst which the mètre - which was defined as one tenth 
millionth of the distance between the North Pole and the Equator 
measured via Paris.2 The survey, which took six years due to unfore-
seen technical problems and the minor detail of the French Revolu-
tion (1792-98), was held between Dunkirk and Barcelona to define 

2  http://www.metrodiff.org/cmsms/index.php?page=18_germinal_an_3 
[8.10.17] 
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the final value of the mètre and resulted in 1799 to be 443.296 lignes 
in the former unit of length.3 This measurement formed the basis for 
the so-called mètre des Archives given form in a platinum bar. To pro-
mote the new unit sixteen marble copies of the mètre were installed in 
popular and busy Parisian areas, to measure goods, between February 
1796 and February 1797. Two of these remain, one at the Ministry 
of Justice, Place Vendome (1st arrondissement), the other at 36, rue 
de Vaugirard (6th arrondissement), under arches nearby the Senate 
(Jardin du Luxembourg).4 
 The clue of the matter is that this standard meter was not 
what it appeared to be from the start and it is already at this point 
that we can thus introduce the idea of fact versus fiction. The result 
of 443.296 was slightly too short for being one-tenth millionth of 
the Earth’s quadrant. An extended survey to the island of Formentara 
in 1806-09 resulted in 443.31 lignes, later increased to 443.39 lignes 
whereas a modern value would be 443.38308 lignes. This did however 
not prevent the mètre des Archives to be used as the basis for the inter-
national standard meter that was instigated in 1867.5 Maybe it was 
this kind of warped measurements that inspired Poincaré to question 
objective knowledge in the first place.
 In the following I will discuss Poincaré mainly via Herbert 

3  The ligne finds an equivalent in the English line, with the ligne being 
1/12th pouce or 2.2558 mm and the line having throughout time and depending 
on its use various measurements from 1/10th to 1/40th of an inch.
4  See https://studiosparis.wordpress.com/tag/standard-metre/ and http://
www.unjourdeplusaparis.com/en/paris-insolite/derniers-metres-etalons-paris
5  After the Treaty of the Meter had been signed in 1875, the International 
Bureau of Weights and Measures (BIPM) at Sèvres made 31 prototype line stan-
dards of platinum - 10 percent iridium alloy. These have a modified X-section 
named for Henri Tresca who devised it. One bar, having the length of the Mètre des 
Archives, was selected as the International Meter. National Prototype No. 27 was 
sent to the United States, and received by President Harrison on January 2, 1890. 
It was certified to have a length of 1 m-1.6 µm + 8.657 µm*T + 0.001 µm*T2 ± 
0.2 µm with T in degrees centigrade. When the Mendenhall Order in the Report 
for 1893 (Coast and Geodetic Survey) declared the meter to be a fundamental 
standard, No. 27 became the U.S. reference standard for all length measurements. 
It remained so until 1960. – source National Institute of Standards and Technology 
- https://www.nist.gov/image/meter27jpg - accessed 8/10/17
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Molderings’ essay Objects of Modern Skepticism (1991) in which he 
makes the connection between Poincaré’s critical popular science and 
Marcel Duchamp’s interpretation of it. For Poincaré ‘basic geometric 
and physical principles such as three-dimensional space, and the theo-
rem of the conservation of energy [were] mere products of conscious-
ness, arbitrary arrangements, which could be formulated otherwise’ 
(Molderings, 1991: 245). 

Language and translation – differences and possibilities
It is subsequently of use to briefly dwell on some remarks in the 
introduction of the 1905 translation of Poincaré’s Science and Hypoth-
esis - by a certain J. Larmor - as they point to the important issues 
of translation and interpretation that are essential in the discussion 
on fact and fiction. First it is stated that ‘the English language hardly 
lends itself as the perfect medium for the rendering of the delicate 
shades of suggestion and allusion characteristic of M. Poincaré’s play 
around his subject; notwithstanding the excellence of the translation, 
loss in this respect is inevitable’ (Poincaré, 1905: vi). Further on in 
the text the important remark is made that ‘[t]hough hardly necessary 
in the original French, it may not now be superfluous to point out 
that independent reflection and criticism on the part of the reader are 
tacitly implied here as elsewhere’ (Poincaré, 1905: viii, my initials). 
Both remarks not only point to the importance of interpretation but 
also strongly indicate perceived differences in the affordances of the 
two languages. Poincaré himself further stresses in his introduction 
‘the importance of the rôle [sic] in the physical sciences by the law of 
probability’ (Poincaré, 1905: xxi), something that must have caught 
Duchamp’s specific attention as the probable or the possible would 
become an important thread throughout his work. In his concept 
of the inframince - that he started developing from around the same 
time as his artwork Three Standard Stoppages (1913-14) - the first 
definition is that of being the possible.
 As Molderings points out in his essay, Duchamp might equal-
ly have picked up on Poincaré’s example of the Thread School that 
‘tries to reduce everything to the consideration of certain material sys-
tems of negligible mass, regarded in a state of tension and capable of 
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transmitting considerable effort to distant bodies—systems of which 
the ideal type is the fine string, wire, or thread’ (Poincaré, 1905: 121). 
The experiments of the school might, according to Poincaré, ‘not 
satisfy our logical requirements, [but] they give us a better view of the 
historical genesis of the fundamental ideas of mechanics’ (Poincaré, 
1905: 123) and he concludes ‘[w]e see that we end with an experi-
ment which is very particular, and as a matter of fact very crude, and 
we start with a perfectly general law, perfectly precise, the truth of 
which we regard as absolute. We have, so to speak, freely conferred 
this certainty on it by looking at it as a convention’ (Poincaré, 1905: 
124).6

Questioning truth
Half a century earlier the French poet Gustave Flaubert had stated in 
a letter to Madame Louise Colet that ‘Everything one invents is true, 
you may be perfectly sure of that. Poetry is as precise as geome-
try’ (Tout ce qu’on invente est vrai, sois-en sûre. La poésie est une chose 
aussi précise que la géométrie, 14 August 1853, Flaubert.univ-rouen.
fr, n.d.). Twenty years later Friedrich Nietzsche wrote in his essay On 
Truth and Lying in a Non-Moral Sense (1873) that

Truth is a mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, anthropomorphisms, in short 
a sum of human relations which have been subjected to poetic and rhetorical 
intensification, translation and decoration […]; truths are illusions of which 
we have forgotten that they are illusions, metaphors which have become worn 
by frequent use and have lost all sensuous vigour […]. Yet we still do not know 
where the drive to truth comes from, for so far we have only heard about the 
obligation to be truthful which society imposes in order to exist.7 

6  The translation that Molderings uses from the 1946 edition of The Foun-
dations of Science in which Science and Hypothesis is included is probably easier to 
follow: “We see at the start a very particular and in sum rather crude experiment; at 
the finish, a law perfectly general, perfectly precise, the certainty of which we regard 
as absolute. This certainty we ourselves have bestowed upon it voluntarily, so to 
speak, by looking upon it as a convention” (Molderings, 1991: 248).
7  The essay was written in 1873 but only published in 1896 by Nietzsche’s 
sister.
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Maybe not surprisingly during the recent Trial of Fiction, organised 
by the curatorial platform le people qui manque - during the Nuit 
blanche of 7th October 2017 and set out to question the phenomenon 
of ‘fake news’ - the 19th century with its proliferation of the novel was 
said to be the origin of the conflict between fact and fiction (Paris, 
2017). Nietzsche was in this context quoted with his ‘There are no 
facts only interpretations’, whereas Flaubert’s posthumously pub-
lished satirical novel Bouvard et Pécuchet (1881) was mentioned for 
its extortionate encyclopaedic knowledge of the 18th and 19th century. 
As Foucault points out in The Order of Things (1966) the modern 
episteme enters at the point where interpretations become important 
and take over from the classical episteme with its categorisations and 
taxonomies. Duchamp’s Three Standard Stoppages (1913-14) is in that 
respect decidedly modern.

Alternative measuring
According to Molderings, ‘[i]n the Three Standard Stoppages of 1913-
14 Duchamp radicalized Poincaré’s thesis that scientific principles are 
pure arrangements to its logical conclusion, namely that all standards 
are equally valid, however personal, arbitrary, or capricious they may 
be’ (Molderings, 1991: 248). Duchamp created his Three Standard 
Stoppages in 1913-14 as an experiment 

‘[…] to imprison and preserve forms obtained through chance, through my 
chance. At the same time, the unit of length, one meter, was changed from a 
straight line to a curved line without actually losing its identity [as] the meter, 
and yet casting a pataphysical doubt on the concept of a straight edge as being 
the shortest route from one point to another’ (d’Harnoncourt & McShine, 
1973: 273-4).8 

8  Pataphysics was the pseudo ‘science of imaginary solutions’ invented 
by the French writer Alfred Jarry (1873-1907) who was greatly admired by Du-
champ. It was designed to ‘examine the laws governing exceptions, and … explain 
the universe parallel to this one’. View http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/du-
champ-3-stoppages-etalon-3-standard-stoppages-t07507/text-summary - accessed 
17/10/2015 
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Marcel Duchamp, Three Standard Stoppages (1913-14). Photos: http://www.toutfait.com/unmaking_
the_museum/Standard%20Stoppages.html
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Duchamp considered this work to be one of his most important and 
said in an interview with Katherine Kuh about it: 

As far as date is concerned I’d say the Three Stoppages of 1913. That was when I 
really tapped the mainspring of my future. In itself it was not an important work 
of art, but for me it opened the way - the way to escape from those traditional 
methods of expression long associated with art … For me the Three Stoppages 
was a first gesture liberating me from the past. (Kuh, 1962: 81.)

The idea or working method behind it is described in a note from 
Duchamp’s 1914 Box:

If a straight horizontal thread one meter long falls from a height of one meter 
straight on to a horizontal plane, twisting as it pleases, and creates a new image 
of the unit of length – 3 patterns obtained in more or less similar conditions: 
considered in their relation to one another they are an approximate reconstitution 
of the measure of length (Molderings, 1991: 246).

The word stoppage can be explained as ‘an instance of movement, 
activity, or supply stopping or being stopped’, a discontinuation or 
discontinuance (Google Dictionary).
 In connection to the work it can thus be seen as a (tempo-
rary) stopping, bringing to halt of a movement, mattering or on-go-
ing performance. The three alternative forms for the metre that were 
so-called acquired in this way, were presented in a semi-scientific or 
pataphysic way by displaying them in a carefully constructed box that 
referred to that of the platinum standard meter in the International 
Bureau for Measures and Weights in Sevres near Paris (Molderings, 
1991: 246). One can question if the forms were indeed made as 
Duchamp described it in his note - as a repetition of the experiment 
indicates that a similar result is not that easy to attain. Ultimately 
that is of no matter as it is more the idea that counts, taking Poin-
caré’s thesis on the thread experiment indeed to another level as well 
as allowing for some leverage, as was the case in the definition of the 
standard meter. 
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Movement and friction – play with trust9

Molderings points out that the interest in movement that is just as 
prevalent in Duchamp’s work as his interest in thread and lines10, and 
that in fact is integrated in the concept of Three Standard Stoppages, 
could equally be connected to scientific experiments of the time. 
He refers here specifically to the Bicycle Wheel that was conceived by 
Duchamp around 1913. However it is probably more useful to again 
point to Duchamp’s concept of the inframince in which he developed 
an interest in small differences, which could also be defined as small 
movements. When seen as such it is possible to make a connection to 
the idea of friction which can equally be regarded as a form of small 
movement. In Isabelle Stengers’ constructivist reading of Whitehead’s 
Process and Reality (1929) she calls ‘the kind of achievement that 
Whitehead aimed at a maximization of friction, recovering what has 
been obscured by specialized selection […] in order to produce both 
a restraint upon specialists and an enlargement of their imagination’ 
(Stengers, 2014: 47 and 53). With its complex structure and seem-
ingly contrasting if not contradictory statements Process and Reality 
does just that. Through its dance of agency it invites its readers into 
taking a leap of imagination and to be lured into feeling something 
that matters. Stengers refers to Pickering for the terminology of dance 
of agency  ‘[…] with the practitioner tentatively constructing a device, 
then adopting a passive role in order to follow the consequences of its 
functioning, then intervening again’ (Stengers, 2014: 49). 
 In an earlier version of her text that she presented during the 
workshop Whitehead, Invention and Social Process at the Centre for 
the Study of Invention and Social Process at Goldsmiths College, 
London in 2004 Stengers wrote that:

For Whitehead abstract propositions, be them propositions relating a perception 
or philosophical propositions are not something, which would be abstracted 
from what would be more concrete. They are first and foremost interesting, 
eliciting interest, and more precisely a variation of interest. In Modes of Thought, 

9  The following paragraph refers largely to my thesis Laughter, inframince 
and cybernetics – Exploring the Curatorial as Creative Act (2017).
10  The ultimate example was no doubt Duchamp’s exhibition design ‘Six-
teen Miles of String’ at the First Papers of Surrealism Exhibition, New York (1942).
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Whitehead wrote that the basic expression of this value is – “Have a care, here 
is something that matters! Yes – that is the best phrase – the primary glimmering of 
consciousness reveals, something that matters” (MT, 116). Abstract propositions 
are asking for, and prompting to, a “leap of imagination”, they act as a lure for 
feeling, for feeling “something that matters” (Stengers, 2004: 2). 

In the later version Stengers however converts this to a somewhat less 
passionate ‘[e]ach abstraction is mutely appealing for an imaginative 
leap, and it is this very leap that cannot be abstracted from its rel-
evance to other abstractions that are also calling for an imaginative 
leap’ (Stengers, 2014: 63). 
 However phrased, this imaginative leap entails a process of 
tuning for which Stengers refers to Andrew Pickering’s The Mangle of 
Practice (1995) and the development of a new form of trust ‘that suf-
fuses the thinker, namely, that he or she will be able to produce new, 
relevant propositions’ (Stengers, 2014: 58). The tuning or dance is 
that between agency and affordance – what is it that the text (or con-
cept) affords us to do and where do we discover our own agency in 
developing new propositions or ideas? The terminology of affordance 
might seem displaced as it is usually applied as being “the possibility 
of an action on an object or environment” or as Eleanor J. Gibson 
et al defined it – ‘[…] a resource or support that the environment 
offers an animal; the animal in turn must possess the capabilities to 
perceive and use it’ (Wilson and Keil, 1999). It is however exactly 
this latter part of the definition ‘the capabilities to perceive and use it’ 
that makes it in my view also applicable to a text or concept, which in 
its turn could thus be defined as environment. Pickering talks about 
a ‘dialectic of resistance and accommodation’ , which basically comes 
down to the same thing but then specifically applied to the notion 
of the machine – ‘where resistance denotes the failure to achieve an 
intended capture of agency in practice, and accommodation an active 
human strategy of response to resistance’ (Pickering, 1995: 2, his 
italics). Where he talks about scientists constructing a new machine, 
adopting a passive role and observe its possible agency, Stengers 
however tellingly talks about a device, which even more than a ma-
chine could be seen as an indication of a text and which she thus also 
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applies as such when discussing Whitehead.
 As Stengers makes clear in her review of Process and Reality, 
the kind of writing that Whitehead applied in it definitely does not 
make for an easy read due to its non-conformist approach. White-
head’s experimental way of using ‘writing and the increased powers 
of thought, of analysis, of recollection, and of conjecture’ (Stengers, 
2014: 63) in an explicitly non-linear manner leads to an - at first 
sight rather unlikely - connection to the American writer Gertrude 
Stein and the ‘disruptive or diffractive nature of [her] writing’ (Mey-
er, 2001: 52, my italics). Within the context of this paper it would 
however lead too far to go into this relation. Suffice it to say that both 
Whitehead’s and Stein’s way of non-conformist working develops 
rhythms that lead to different and new insights or knowledge. 
 The theoretical physicist David Bohm has pointed out that 
collective thought or conformism – prevents us from true creative 
thinking. What “prevents us from giving primary emphasis to the 
perception of what is new and different is that we are afraid to 
make mistakes” as this is threatening to the perfect image of self or 
ego that we are taught to maintain (Bohm, 1996: 5 ff). Like White-
head and Stein Duchamp was clearly not afraid to make these kind 
of mistakes that seem to be essential for a true understanding of the 
world which encapsulates both fact and fiction. Molderings in his 
essay discusses Duchamp’s placement of various of his readymades in 
awkward places, such as his coatrack or Trébuchet (1917) which he 
mounted on the floor, equally in relation to Poincaré and more spe-
cifically his ideas on our concept of space. As Molderings points out a 
trébuchet is a precision scale in a laboratory (Molderings, 1991: 249), 
but Duchamp clearly also had its different meaning in mind, name-
ly that of the French noun trebuchier which means to overthrow or 
topple over. The medieval trébuchet was consequently a siege engine 
of which the large pivoting arm could launch heavy projectiles over 
a longer distance. Anyone inadvertently tripping over Duchamp’s 
trébuchet would no doubt have met a similar experience all be it prob-
ably not as violent. The English translation with Trap for the title of 
this work clearly does not do it full justice. Molderings refers to Poin-
caré’s ‘concept of geometric space as being derived from a synthesis 
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of sensations of sight, touch, and “muscular sense” [which] he con-
sidered […] to be the result of mere habit’ (Molderings, 1991: 253). 
Different environments and subsequent different impressions would 
thus have led to other laws. For Molderings Duchamp’s placement of 
his readymades can be viewed as a ‘different “education of the senses’” 
(Molderings, 1991: 253) in which the world is literally turned upside 
down. Their placement can thus be viewed as the mistake that Bohm 
points to or the necessary friction of Whitehead and Stein. Molder-
ings discusses Duchamp’s works in the light of Poincaré’s remark on 
the principle of cause and effect that ‘[t]hese rules are not imposed on 
us and we might amuse ourselves in inventing others’ (Molderings, 
1991: 254). He thus sees Duchamp doing exactly this in what he 
called playful physics and ironical causality (Molderings, 1991: 254). 
But where Molderings stresses specifically the fun character of it all, 
as ‘these results bore no results for the sciences’ (Molderings, 1991: 
254), it might be more useful to also underscore the serious conse-
quences that can be of use in the current debate on fact and fiction. 

Friction between fact and fiction in today’s context
The earlier mentioned Trial of Fiction took as its starting point the 
publication Fait et Fiction. Pour une frontière (Fact and Fiction. For a 
Border, Seuil, 2016) by the literary theorist Françoise Lavocat. In this 
publication ‘she claimed the necessity to defend this border whose 
reputation is to be definitively confused – from cosplay and others 
life-sized and role playing games to documentary cinema, to factual-
ist literature, to contemporary simulation forms, to theatre without 
theatre and so on’ (le peuple qui manque - a people is missing, 2017). 
Lavocat took the role of one of the prosecutors in the trial which 

[i]n this time of “alternative facts” championed by Trump administration and 
of general use of storytelling by the political class, in this time of indictment 
of many writers charged with muddling reality with fiction, in this time of 
emergence of “new realists” in the philosophical field, in this time of necessity to 
return to the real, as incessantly reiterated in public debate, a mock trial, under 
the form freely inspired by a criminal trial, proposes to deliberate and to discuss 
the necessity and the reality of a border between fact and fiction (le peuple qui 
manque - a people is missing, 2017).
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The final verdict after more than seven hours’ debate was that fiction 
was responsible but not guilty (responsable mais pas coupable) for the 
current state of affairs. Although there were many insightful testimo-
nies, not one however spoke about the need of education. Fact and 
fiction have a muddled relationship, which in itself does not need to 
be problematic. What is important is however a solid education in 
art and literature next to the sciences to be able to make a positive, 
creative and insightful use of this relationship. The work of Duchamp 
is but one example of many that can be used to demonstrate that one 
can have a playful attitude towards so called truth and fiction, that 
truth can be questioned and reconstructed, subverted without losing 
the insight of misused truth as is the case with fake news.

Epilogue
Interestingly the Trial of Fiction took place in the Paris Town Hall, 
lending to it a Dadaist if not pataphysical undertone.11 This was 
mainly due to the magnificent surroundings of this town hall that 
was reconstructed at the end of the 19th century originating in the 
14th century, but obviously also its official function. Accidently, the 
same Saturday at the other side of the Channel another lengthy event 
took place namely the Guest, Ghost, Host: Machine! Marathon, organ-
ised by the Serpentine Galleries led by curator Hans Ulrich Obrist. 
The question here was 

Is art changing in the age of artificial intelligence? What are the emerging 
relationships between machines and the human spirit? If we don’t know what 
consciousness is, how can we qualify ‘intelligence’? Are we too late to define the 
ethics of our machines? Does the future belong to non-human entities? Is the 
existential threat real? (Serpentine Galleries, 2017).

11  It immediately makes one think of the Dadaist mock trial set up by 
Andre Breton on 13 May 1921 against the right-wing Maurice Barres who was 
accused of “an attack on the security of mind” (Feldman, 2015). Feldman’s essay 
further explores this trial and compares it with the Congress of “The Jewish Renais-
sance Movement in Poland” (JRMiP) created by the artist Yael Bartana in 2012. 
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Although the questions might seemingly be different, both events are 
for more than one reason close to each other especially since artificial 
intelligence has been for a long time, and to a certain extent still is, 
the subject of science fiction. The other link is that Guest, Ghost, Host: 
Machine! curiously equally took place in a city town hall, in this case 
that of London, but which it turned more into just any other art 
venue without the reminiscence of its origin. Finally, there is a link to 
Duchamp, although not clearly acknowledged. The title of this event 
namely clearly refers to Duchamp’s design for a candy wrapper on 
which he had printed ‘A Guest + A Host = A Ghost’12 whereas in the 
documentation on the marathon this was related to Walter Murch’s 
question ‘The ghost is in the machine, but what is the machine – and 
who is the ghost?’ (Serpentine Galleries, 2017). Although it is too 
early to fully digest the content of both events or their meaning, one 
can nevertheless ask what the co-indicence of both has to say about the 
times that we live in. 

To be continued.
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Illusions of Choice in Digital Narratives

James Sweeting

Abstract
This paper aims to explore how choice is implemented in videogames, 
or rather, how the illusion of choice is found in videogames. This 
will be primarily done via an examination of Spec Ops: The Line 
(Yager, 2012), a military shooter that is itself as much of a critique of 
the military shooter genre than it is of modern conflict and foreign 
interventionism. Spec Ops: The Line is a videogame that understands 
the common disconnect between narrative and gameplay, referred 
to as ludonarrative dissonance, and utilises the hypocrisy that results 
from it to critique its own genre and question why people play these 
games. Without a considered approach to the games writing and its 
interaction with the gameplay, however, Spec Ops: The Line would 
have been unable to provide the experience that it does nor, would 
it have credibly done so. This paper will conclude by addressing Ian 
Bogost’s text Video Games Are Better Without Stories (2017) in which 
he argues that videogames should not focus on creating narratives 
when other mediums can do so better. Whilst the latter part is 
difficult to argue, videogames can creatively utilise narrative into the 
medium, due to its inherent interactivity. The implementation of 
narrative within the videogames medium is still an evolving aspect, 
and it is only through identifying flaws within examples of notable 
high-profile videogame such as Bioshock (Irrational Games, 2007) 
that the role of narrative can improve within the medium. Thereby 
strengthening it and distinguishing it from other mediums; as can 
be seen in later examples such as Nier: Automata (PlatinumGames, 
2017).
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Introduction
The definition of illusion1 can be surmised to mean a mocking 
against, or a deception. By their very nature, videogames can be 
considered as a deceptive illusionary medium. Videogames create 
a digital environment for the player to explore and inhabit, but 
of course, this is not real, even when they are based on real world 
examples. Despite the inherent falseness of digital environments, 
there should be a certain amount of believability behind them for 
the player to productively interact with them. If they cannot then 
the illusion falls apart yet that does not mean everything the player 
witnesses should be true. Spec Ops: The Line (Yager, 2012), as well as 
BioShock (Irrational Games, 2007), plays with the notion of what is 
real, enabling the player to contemplate what has been taking place in 
the digital setting and their complicity regarding the actions that they 
have made in the game. 

Spec Ops: The Line is a competent third person shooter from 
the modern military shooter sub-genre. Its gameplay mechanics, 
for the most part, do little to separate it from its contemporaries 
within the genre, aside from the occasional use of environmental 
interaction to inflict damage on or disable enemy combatants. It is 
the narrative, though, that is the driving force of Spec Ops: The Line 
and the understanding of how to interweave it with the gameplay 
mechanics reinforces this, subsequently creating the believable, yet, 
illusionary world. The game is also all about deception and it achieves 
this through its understanding of the strengths and weaknesses 
of interactive play. The game features a linear narrative, like most 
modern military shooters, but by acknowledging the tropes of the 
genre has allowed the development team to play with these.

1  Comes from Middle English, a sense of ‘deceiving/deception’, via Old 
French from the Latin illusion(n-), from illudere ‘to mock’, from in- ‘against’ + lud-
ere ‘play’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 2017). 
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The setup of Spec Ops: The Line sees protagonist, and playable 
character, Captain Walker – voiced by videogame voice actor every 
man Nolan North – accompanied by Sergeant Lugo and Lieutenant 
Adams (together referred to as Delta Force), sent to Dubai to help 
look for survivors in the weeks after the city is devastated by a series 
of sandstorms. Delta Force is sent in covertly in response to a radio 
transmission from Colonel Konrad of the ‘Damned 33rd’ Infantry 
Battalion of the United States Army, who Walker served under in 
Afghanistan, having previously attempted a rescue effort that resulted 
in failure, contributing to the state of disarray now afflicting the city.  

The Truth Behind Choices
Throughout a playthrough of Spec Ops: The Line the player is 
presented with what seems like direct choices. This is in addition 
to the indirect choices that players face during the game; such as 
what tactics they use to finish a level. These direct choices, though, 
are a lie, they exist to reinforce the notion that the player only has 
one real choice: whether to play the game. The illusion of choice 
that the direct choices provide helps to contextualise the player’s 
actions within the illusionary depiction of the very real city of Dubai. 
Spec Ops: The Line represents an attempt to highlight the player’s 
complicity in the digital actions that are taking place on the screen in 
front of them. 

An instance of choice providing the player with less overall 
impact, despite their complicity occurs in the game after CIA agent 
Jeff Riggs, attempts to destroy the remnants of the city’s water supply 
having previously worked with Delta Force to disrupt the 33rd’s 
operations. Unbeknown to Delta Force at the time, they attempt 
to protect Riggs and the convoy of water trucks from attack as they 
travel through the city. When this fails, Walker finds Riggs trapped 
under the wreckage of one of the trucks, where he reveals that this 
still achieves the outcome he wanted; that being the prevention of 
the refugees accessing the water, attempting to cover up the atrocities 
carried out by the 33rd. Walker (and the player) is then given the 
option of whether to shoot Riggs there and then. Contributing to 
the decision is that the truck is subsequently on fire, meaning that 
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Figure 1: Shoot CIA Agent Riggs or leave him to his fate
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shooting Agent Riggs would, in fact, be a mercy killing; alternatively 
Walker could leave Riggs to his fate. Regardless, Riggs will die no 
matter what the player chooses. This instance represents what the 
games lead writer, Walt Williams, refers to as ‘Silent Judgement’, 
which he explained during a Game Developers Conference (GDC) 
talk a year after the game was released (2013). He defines it as silent 
due to the lack of witnesses, with no one to provide comment, be it 
positive or negative. The aim is not to praise or punish the player, 
but that they instead contemplate upon the action for themselves 
(Williams, 2013).

Another example sees Captain Walker with his path ahead 
lined with snipers and two men strung up in front of him. By this 
point in the game, Walker has decided to disobey his orders and 
instead go after Colonel Konrad, having apportioned blame upon 
him for the subsequent turmoil that has unravelled in Dubai. Walker 
receives a radio message seemingly from Konrad giving him a choice 
of which man to shoot and execute. The man on the right (in the 
image below) is a thief who stole food to feed his family and the man 
on the left is a soldier who killed the thief’s family as punishment. 
Shooting one of these men will cause the snipers to stand down, 
allowing Delta Force to progress; but Walker, and therefore the 
player, must make a morally ambiguous decision. Except, the reality 
of the situation was that there was no choice to be made between the 
two men, as they were, in fact, both already dead (as can be seen in 
the second image below). Walker’s Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD) had already started to take hold of him and had blinded him, 
and therefore the player, of what is really occurring. Although the 
player does not discover that this is the situation until the revelation 
at the end, where Walker confronts the truth about Konrad’s 
presence in Dubai. 
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Figure 2: What Walker thinks he sees and what is actually in front of him. Image captured and edited by 

Anjin Anhut (2013)

The truth behind Colonel Konrad is the revelation that he has 
been dead the entire time Delta Force has been in Dubai, by his own 
hand no less, and that his supposed interference in events since have 
all been a figment of Captain Walker’s PTSD induced imagination. 
Whilst confronting this, Walker (the player) is given a choice; accept 
the reality of what has taken place and the horrors carried out and 
kill himself, thus ending the game there and then, or deny it and 
continue, answering the unasked question by the game’s developer 
‘are you ready to put down the gun?’ Williams describes the choices 
at the end of the game as being a ‘Direct Judgement’. If the player 
thinks they are to blame, then they can shoot themselves (Walker) 
and if not, they can shoot Konrad’s illusion which represents the 
concealment of the truth. Either way, the choice is acted out using 
the games core mechanic, that being the use of the trigger, which 
Williams compares succinctly to the phrase ‘Live by the gun, die 
by the gun’. The aim is to give the player closure, although it is not 
the kind that players are familiar with, especially within the modern 
military shooter genre, as there is no “good” ending, the player is 
highly unlikely to feel like a hero (Williams, 2013).
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Players Complicity
During their time with Spec Ops: The Line players are acknowledged 
for their role in the game, starting with the most blatant execution 
of this, using the player’s username2 in the opening title credits. This 
recognises the inclusion of the player in the upcoming events that 
without them the videogame, and therefore the narrative, cannot 
proceed. After this initial acknowledgement, however, the game seem-
ingly forgets about the player and treats them like any other modern 
military shooter would. Loading screens between levels (and respawns 
after death during a level) start off providing typical information, 
that, whilst helpful, is not always necessary for the player, the kind of 
information more experienced players are likely to ignore (as can be 
seen in Figure 3). But, as the game progresses, and as Captain Walk-
er’s mental state becomes more suspect, the loading screens begin 
criticising the player (Figure 4). Whilst the criticisms are not as direct, 
as say including their username, they play upon the notions of what 
it means to play this type of videogame. Some address the general 
actions that take place in the game and reflect on the purpose of it; 
‘To kill for yourself is murder. To kill for your government is heroic. 
To kill for entertainment is harmless’ and ‘The US military doesn’t 
condone attacking unarmed combatants. But this isn’t real so why 
should you care?’ (Yager, 2012) These two examples begin to question 
what it is the player wants to get out of playing such videogames? 
Committing terrible acts, but in an environment where supposedly 
there are no consequences. Ultimately the latter is true, but that does 
not mean that the player is unable to take something away from this 
“false” experience. Spec Ops: The Line directly asks, ‘Do you feel like a 
hero yet?’ commenting upon the notion that people play such video-
games to ‘feel like something [they’re] not’3, as well as remarking that 
‘If you were a better person, you wouldn’t be here’. Indeed, these also 
2  This is based on the naming classification that the different videogame 
platforms use. Microsoft’s Xbox 360 "Gamertag" and Sony’s PlayStation 3 Online 
ID. These can both be tied to accounts of the respective company’s online services; 
Xbox Live and PlayStation Network (PSN).
3  Colonel Konrad addressing Captain Walker towards the end of Spec Ops: 
The Line (Yager, 2012): ‘You’re here because you wanted to feel like something 
you’re not… a hero’. The same criticism can be applied to the player.
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apply to Walker and his continued path through Dubai, and sub-
sequently further away from his original objective. ‘You were never 
meant to come here. None of this would have happened if you have 
just stopped!’ (Yager, 2012) The last example is crucial, as it is the 
point the game infers to be the true choice available to the player; and 
that is to prevent the atrocities that take place in the digital environ-
ment from happening is to stop playing (Keogh, 2012). 

Walt Williams and expectations of the player
Walt Williams was not someone who played modern shooters (and 
therefore including the modern military sub-genre) very often; from 
the start of his involvement he asked himself ‘How do I make a 
shooter that someone like me would want to play?’(Klepek, 2012) 
Williams was however not the only one involved in creating the 
narrative found in Spec Ops: The Line, and development had already 
been underway before he was brought in to help by the game’s 
publisher. (Keogh, 2017) The game was always going to be a military 
shooter, that was a stipulation by the publisher, but elements such as 
Walker’s declining mental state and Konrad’s death, along with the 
attention towards the illogical nature of shooters and why people play 
them came about later. (Keogh, 2013) The key inspirations for Spec 
Ops: The Line being Apocalypse Now (Coppola, 1979) and Heart of 
Darkness (Conrad, 1899) had been significant for most of its overall 
development. It was not just the characters that they took inspiration 
from but also the tonality of the film. One of the game’s producers, 
Tarl Raney, explained that: 

[Films like Apocalypse Now are not] accurate rendition[s] of what happened on 
the battlefield. But they are authentic to the emotions that soldiers felt on the 
battlefield. The most traumatic moments in wartime are often very surreal for 
the people who actually experience them. (Lejacq, 2012)

 
Apocalypse Now may have been able to show the traumatic experience 
that is war, but Spec Ops: The Line, because of its medium, is able to 
take this further and come closer to immersing an individual in these 
situations via their active participation. Raney goes on to mention 
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wanting the player to hesitate when they pull the trigger, because they 
want the player to think about the people they are shooting at, how 
they are trying to survive in the same [digital] environment as the 
player is (Lejacq, 2012).

Walt Williams addresses the aim of getting the player to 
question why they are pulling the trigger, but adds how the later 
intention of the game that came about during its development was 
for the player to begin to hate the experience the game is providing 
due to its use and portrayal of violence. This is most apparent during 
a pivotal scene in which Captain Walker (the player) accidentally 
kills 47 civilians whilst using the controversial weapon White 
Phosphorous against his enemies. Williams stated that they wanted 
the player at the ‘point of maybe hating us, as the designer, or hating 
the game…making them feel like we… forced them to do this 
thing’. He adds that the player would have to decide for themselves 
whether they could continue to play a game like this after such an 
event, or would they be angry ‘to the point of putting the controller 
down and saying “No, this is too much for me, I’m done with this.”’4 
The possibility of players having this response to the game became 
truly evident when during focus testing some players were requiring 
a break after playing through the scene for the first time. (Klepek, 
2012)

Players were not the only ones that struggled with the content 
in the game, journalists also had difficulty with the game’s bleak 
portrayal of war. During an interview with writer/academic Brendan 
Keogh, Walt Williams notes one journalist commenting that ‘Wow. 
Someone working on this game really doesn’t like the player’ to which 
Williams retorted ‘You figured that out, huh?’. It was through the 
drawn-out development process that the ‘pain of the product began 
to show itself within the project’. For the developers, at Yager, it was 
a sense that ‘you want to play this kind of game for fun? F*** you, I’ll 
show you what’s fun about this’. It was this realisation that made the 
team notice that ‘there is something to this that is very real and which 

4  Above quotes from Walt Williams appeared in interview with Patrick Kle-
pek (2012)
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Figure 3: Example of early loading screen in Spec Ops: The Line

Figure 4: Example of loading screen from later in Spec Ops: The Line
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should be said.’5 Subsequently questioning why players have fun 
playing these sort of games is also something that other developers 
were not doing, especially in the shooter genre. The team saw Spec 
Ops: The Line as an opportunity to question the deranged nature of 
these games, and therefore say something new as a medium. But to 
move the medium forward they needed to get out of the current loop, 
and this can be seen as a means of doing so. (Keogh, 2013)

The use of intense depictions of digital violence was 
intentional, but also a considered choice, necessary for those at 
Yager to highlight the role of killing in these games. In response to 
considering that ‘killing [had] become mundane, run of the mill’. 
Williams mentions that almost any soldier remembers the number 
of people they have killed, but ‘when that number reaches hundreds 
or dozens in a game, you’re far outside the scope of any reasonable 
human experience’. Which is why killing on a wider scale is designed 
to carry more weight than found in other modern military shooters. 
It might at first seem hypocritical then for Williams to admit that he 
personally ‘would like to see less violent games out there’, adding that 
he thinks ‘that creatively, they’re too easy [that] we’re better than that’, 
even though Spec Ops: The Line resorts to this approach (Hamilton, 
2013). Williams recognises the hypocrisy, it is what drives Spec Ops: 
The Line, but to engage with this, they had to initially take the player 
out of the equation and consider how narrative is connected to the 
goal of the main character. When the core mechanic of a videogame 
is at odds with the narrative, Williams states that this makes the main 
character a hypocrite. Acknowledging this resulted in writing Captain 
Walker as one. Although, the main character will always be restrained 
by the demands of the core mechanic, meaning that when the game is 
primarily about shooting people, the protagonist is not going to be a 
‘shining beacon of humanity’. (Williams, 2013) With this taken into 
consideration the risk of succumbing to ludonarrative dissonance was 
not going to be a problem, rather they were going to embrace it. 

5  Above quotes from a conversation between Walt Williams and Brendan 
Keogh (2013)
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Ludonarrative Dissonance
Ludonarrative dissonance refers to the notion that there is a 
disconnect between the story the narrative is trying to tell and what 
the gameplay is trying to tell. Videogame designer Clint Hocking 
is often attributed with coining the term in relation to his critique 
of BioShock (Irrational Games, 2007) in which he identifies this 
dissonance as shattering the internal consistency of the game 
(Hocking, 2007). Whilst BioShock generates its dissonance in its 
pursuit of mocking the player for believing in its fiction, Spec Ops: 
The Line compounds these elements to create a plausible connective 
between the narrative and gameplay. In BioShock the player is told in 
retrospect that they never had any choice, identified via the continual 
use of the phrase ‘Would you kindly’ throughout the game, in which 
the player character, Jack, would promptly do as instructed without 
realising it; and nor would the player. Spec Ops, on the other hand, 
uses its gameplay and narrative events to highlight the lack of player 
agency in given situations. 

The event used in Spec Ops utilising gameplay to reinforce 
narrative is evident regarding the use of white phosphorous. Walker’s 
engineer protests the use of the weapon stating that ‘there’s always a 
choice!’ Walker disagrees; ‘No there’s really not’ (Yager, 2012), and 
in terms of what we the player can do, Walker is correct. The player 
can try to defeat the opposing soldiers using conventional weapons, 
but will quickly be taken out by snipers. There is, however, another 
choice, possibly the real choice, and that is for Walker to turn around 
and leave Dubai. For the player, this means the choice is to turn off 
the game, and not play one -making them use white phosphorous 
on people. Brendan Keogh states that the whole white phosphorous 
scenario is a true post-BioShock experience. Unlike in BioShock, 
which reveals towards the end that the player has no real control over 
their actions in the game, this and other instances in Spec Ops: The 
Line provide appropriate, yet nonetheless shocking revelations of why 
players kill in videogames. Keogh argues that Walker is correct that 
there are times where there is no choice and ‘you have to kindly do 
what you are told’. Except the difference is that Walker has chosen 
to be in this situation where he has no choice, and the same is true 
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for the player. They may have the choice to stop playing, but Spec 
Ops: The Line wants players to accept responsibility for the type of 
situations that are present in this genre (Keogh, 2012).
 
Videogames and Interactive Stories
The interplay between stories and videogames have advanced 
significantly over the past three decades. Where once at best there 
might be an intro screen providing a block of text setting up the 
events of the game, the technology has improved the ability to tell 
more intricate stories within these digital spaces as well. However, 
the way in which these stories are told has struggled to make the best 
use of the strengths of the medium and can be weighed down by 
its subsequent weaknesses. This can be seen as the underlying crux 
of academic/writer/game designer Ian Bogost’s article provocatively 
titled ‘Video Games Are Better Without Stories’ (2017). Bogost 
focuses on the game What Remains of Edith Finch (Giant Sparrow, 
2017), which comes under the often pejoratively titled genre ‘walking 
simulator’, stating that this type of videogame (and those like it) are 
‘doomed to be a transitional form’. Bogost adds that videogames 
are not the correct medium to tell these stories, without necessarily 
arguing that other mediums could do so better, but rather that for 
him the videogames medium is inherently poor for telling stories and 
should, therefore, focus its attention elsewhere. 

Interactivity is what is deemed to separate videogames from 
other mediums. Yet Bogost argues that Edith Finch ‘invites players 
to abandon the dream of interactive storytelling at last’, as it is a lot 
of work to get through the story of Edith Finch compared to that of 
watching television or reading. But this seems reductive - just because 
it might require more work this does not detract from the value of 
the interactivity that is still present in the game. Whilst indeed it can 
be compared to a book in the sense that the reader is needed to turn 
the page for the story to continue, therefore dictating the pace, a 
player in a digital space has more freedom to explore the environment 
and observe aspects of their surroundings. Story does not just come 
from narrative, simply being in a world can provide stories, whether 
they are implied or what the player has constructed for themselves. 
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Furthermore, the means of interactivity, albeit limited in walking 
simulators compared to other videogame genres, helps to embody the 
player within the experience in a way that other mediums are unable 
to, regardless of the extent to which the player is afforded agency 
(Wood, 2017).

Ian Bogost (2017) also identifies BioShock as an example of a 
videogame that fails with its aim of telling a story despite adequately 
performing as a First-Person Shooter. This is reminiscent of the 
ludonarrative dissonance discussion mentioned earlier, and it is 
unfortunate that Bogost makes no mention of it. Clint Hocking’s 
(2007) critique of BioShock clearly outlines the weaknesses of the 
games approach, whilst also praising the game’s strengths and argues 
that its attempt of doing something meaningful with its narrative 
has provided the next step for the medium that other videogames 
can work from. In that sense, as stated by Brendan Keogh, Spec Ops: 
The Line is truly post-BioShock. By acknowledging the difficulties 
the medium faced of cohesively combining narrative with gameplay 
meaningfully, Yager has created a satire that identifies where narrative 
and gameplay clash or not and where the player fits within this 
construct.

Nier: Automata, Post-Spec Ops?
Spec Ops: The Line came out five years after Bioshock and can be 
regarded as an example of post-Bioshock. Another five years has 
since passed, therefore is now the time to consider a post-Spec Ops 
experience? One that does not just critique ludonarrative dissonance 
by embracing it, but instead tells its narrative through its gameplay 
mechanics. Nier: Automata (PlatinumGames, 2017) is one such 
possible example, although it too contains the limitations of cut-
scenes whereby the narrative takes place without interactivity from 
the player. What makes it, however, suitable for acknowledgement 
as being post-Spec Ops: The Line is the way the ludic elements of 
the gameplay support the narrative. Or rather provide ludodiegetic 
devices, which are gameplay devices that exist within the reality of the 
game (Pinchbeck, 2009), such as the hacking interface used by one of 
the protagonists 9S (Figure 5) or how the menu systems are the same 
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used in the game’s fiction by its characters. The game also recognises 
the role of the player within the fiction, which itself presents a 
nihilistic portrayal of a world devoid of human beings; despite the 
remnants of its culture still haunting the Earth and corrupting the 
androids and machines that now roam the wastes. Choices also exist 
in the game, but unlike Spec Ops these are subtler and more to the 
benefit of the player rather than what takes place in the fictional 
digital world. More impactful choices come towards the end of 
the games multiple "endings"6 which allows the player to decide 
which playable protagonist they will side with and the subsequent 
consequences this will have on the world in the game. 

The ultimate choice though comes when the player is trying 
to reach Ending E, the True Ending. To do so the player must destroy 
the names of all those who contributed to making the game during 
the final credits roll (Figure 6) via the same mechanics used in the 
hacking sequences found throughout the game (Figure 5); further 
utilising ludeodiegesis during a sequence that most games would leave 
as non-ludodiegetic (Pinchbeck, 2009). The final interactive sequence 
symbolises the power of the player to overcome those that have 
created this decaying digital world where supposedly nothing matters. 
Except, the player is unable to survive long enough to complete 
this action, as the attacks get noticeably stronger. Eventually the 
player is asked whether they want to give up, if ‘it [is] all pointless?’, 
and if they think ‘games are silly little things?’ These questions are 
reminiscent of the loading screens from Spec Ops: The Line where 
the player is berated for continuing. Except, the difference here is 
that on the main screen, instead of showing a desolate landscape, as 
in Spec Ops: The Line, there are words of encouragement from real 
players that played before them. The player is then asked if they want 
to accept a rescue offer, doing so will see the player accompanied by 
6  Nier: Automata has multiple “endings”. Most of the 26 endings are re-
ferred to as “joke” endings, usually as the result of a player’s action leading to the 
death of a playable protagonist in an amusing way. For example, Ending K occurs 
when the player chooses to eat Mackerel, which causes androids to shut down. 
Endings A through E are the main endings, with endings A, B, C/D occurring after 
the first three different playthroughs of the game, and Ending E being the “True 
Ending” after having attained the previous endings. 
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six additional units, each one representing the data of another real-
world player. Succeeding in destroying all those who made the game, 
the player is then presented with one final choice, and that is whether 
they want to sacrifice their save data so that it too can help other 
players who will also struggle to defeat the creators of the game. The 
player is asked multiple times if they are sure they want to proceed 
before the game systematically erases all progress, which for the player 
can be considered as the ultimate sacrifice. Yet this final choice in 
Nier offers the player a positive role coming out of the bleak nihilistic 
world that had journeyed through. This is in stark contrast to Spec 
Ops: The Line where the player’s choice would only prevent things 
from getting even worse. Nier does remark in the closing moments 
that the cycle of destruction can always start anew, subtly referring 
to the action of the player restarting the game afresh. Videogame 
developers might be the ones that create these digital worlds and 
the choices that exist within them, but the final power lies with the 
player, giving them the illusion of control.
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Figure 5: Hacking in Nier: Automata 

Figure 6: Final credit sequence in Nier: Automata
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Conclusion
This paper has explored the way in which choices have been 
implemented into Spec Ops: The Line and how this has been done 
in a way that provides an illusion for the player that their choices 
matter, even though awful events will take place regardless of what 
they choose. By utilising this approach, the games developers, Yager, 
can engage with the complicity of the player and their actions within 
the modern military shooter genre, and provide players with an 
opportunity to reflect upon their role in these digital environments. 
This in part was achieved via an acknowledgement of the issues that 
arise from ludonarrative dissonance and subsequently embraced 
it citing the hypocrisy that comes from protagonists typical of the 
genre. This has resulted in not just a critique of the genre but also 
a game that tries to bridge the disconnect between narrative and 
gameplay, where the actions carried out by the player are not distinct 
from the narrative and therefore reinforce the overarching story. 
The paper responded further to an argument made by Ian Bogost 
that stories are not a constructive approach for videogames. Whilst 
videogames have struggled with the execution of stories, having to 
rely on non-interactive cutscenes for a considerable amount of its 
history to deliver narrative, BioShock is an example (but not the 
only one) of a videogame that attempts to provide a more in-depth 
narrative. Unfortunately, it struggles to intertwine with the standard 
first-person shooter mechanics. Videogames like Spec Ops: The Line, 
however, by recognising this disconnect provides an example of how 
the medium can attempt to better combine narrative and gameplay 
in a more meaningful way thus strengthening the storytelling 
prowess of the media form. Whilst there is seemingly no connection 
between Spec Ops: The Line and Nier: Automata, the latter is a more 
recent example of a videogame that utilises gameplay to reinforce 
the narrative in a way that could not be achieved via a different 
medium. For videogame stories to continue to improve, they need to 
maintain an awareness of the strengths that come with the inherent 
interactivity of the medium to tell stories that befit videogames.
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Human(iod) Devices: Instrumentation of 
Physicality in Performance.

Eugenia Stamboliev, Abigail Jackson

Abstract
Through traditional live performance the audience is offered an expe-
rience that promotes affective relationships; an experience reliant on 
the ability to mirror the actions of the human performer. Yet, what 
should be outlined is how such a relationship shifts from a mirror-
ing process to a repositioning and destabilising process in which the 
human is facing digital interfaces - such as a humanoid robot. This 
paper aims to address a new agential uncertainty referred to as the 
‘Digital Uncanny’ that emerges out of the use of digital interfaces that 
exhibit human features. At first, the concept of mimicry is introduced 
by unpacking theories from literature addressing childhood develop-
ment to offer insights into the human-to-human relationship. The 
main body of the paper discusses the key text - The Digital Uncanny 
and Ghost Effect (Ravetto-Biagoli, 2016) - which is used to struc-
ture the discussion around the ‘Digital Uncanny’ and addressing the 
increased use of technologies in live performance or in human inter-
actions with robotics. 
 The ideas presented in the paper give attention to relationship 
between human subject and technology, as opposed to human-to-hu-
man interaction. By reflecting on the role that empathy, as well as 
anthropomorphism, play in such interactions it is argued that per-
formance, mimicry, humanoid robots and the uncanny function as 
master tropes to understand interactive and humanoid technology. 
Subsequently Ravetto-Biagoli is referenced, raising questions about 
the status of affect and human qualities.
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Introduction
By addressing traditional live performance the role of the audience 
seems to be relevant, as they encounter experiences that replicate and 
reflect affective relationships. This process has been written about 
extensively throughout the performing arts -yet we a draw on litera-
ture discussing the reliance of the ability to mirror the actions of the 
human performer, by the audience, to create a desired effect. 
 To give a wider context to this ability of mirroring the per-
former, imaginatively, the beginning of this paper will introduce the-
ories of mimicry from the field of childhood development. By doing 
so an understanding of human-to-human relationships is heightened 
before formally discussing performance techniques. This paper is ref-
erencing and building on one specific text: The Digital Uncanny and 
Ghost Effect (Ravetto-Biagoli, 2016), which assists the structure our 
discussion and give focus to topics addressing the increased place-
ment of technologies in live performance. This paper has been chosen 
reason being that it allows not only to situate the question on mimic-
ry in performance, but also challenges the human encounter with the 
digital by expanding on the concept of the uncanny (Freud; Jentsch, 
in Ravetto-Biagioli, 2016). 
 Alongside the introduction to mimicry there will be com-
ments on how this is linked to the development of empathy and how 
both play a role in the audience’s ability to relate to the performers on 
stage. This paper will priorities ‘the digital uncanny’ (Ravetto-Biagi-
oli, 2016) but also reflect on the role of the uncanny introduced early 
on to position the overall discussion of humans as devices, and the 
instrumentation of physicality in performance, but also the simula-
tion of human features in robotics. 

Mimicry and Empathy 
In The Digital Uncanny and Ghost Effect Ravetto-Biagoli (2016) 
situates her reflections on the uncanny by referencing Freudian text 
that responses to - and questions - Ernst Jentsch’s connection between 
the uncanny and the animated properties of humans - verses objects. 
Within this she also addresses the doubts surrounding this theory. 
Ravetto-Biagoli’s text supports Freud’s understanding of the uncanny, 
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which shifted towards ‘processes of repression’ (2016: 1) rather than 
being reliant on Jentsch’s assumptions about ‘automata to be human 
when they see them behave like humans’ (2016: 1). The following 
quote grounds Freud’s thoughts in this discussion more readily:

To Freud the uncanny is not a direct reaction to mechanical devices but a 
neurological (internalized) form of automaticity that is realized as an aesthetic 
or affective experience – deja vu, the appearance of a doppelganger, delusions of 
grandeur, paranoid behaviours, and so on. The uncanny is driven by the compul-
sion to repeat, and that compulsion is automatic. Rather than a simple reaction 
to technology, the uncanny is an intentional, embodied (even if symptomatic) 
response to “something which ought to have remained hidden but has come to 
light”. (2016: 1)

Here, Ravetto-Biagoli makes her view on Freud’s use of the uncanny 
to connect to questions about empathy, emotion and experience, 
leading to what the uncanny is thought to be. So it seems important 
to first attend to the notion of human interaction, at its most basic 
-yet fundamental - relationship between baby and parent during the 
infantile years. This decision reflects on our shared thoughts on the 
placement of mimicry within the questions the paper is raising about 
humans’ habits and what this reveals in the discussion of the uncan-
ny. We connect this to the importance of face-to-face and live perfor-
mative – which we will be discussing through the latter part of the 
paper – and to introduce the contrast between human relationships 
and those with technology. 
 All children and parents partake in a relationship that is 
reliant on mimicry, in some capacity, during face-to-face interac-
tions that allow them to communicate and learn about each other. 
‘Parents reinforce the behavior via laughing, smiling, repeating the 
vocalizations or gestures, or providing a tangible outcome. Thus, even 
though no words are spoken, a communicative episode can be identi-
fied’ (Bondy & Frost, 2001: 728 - 729) before language acquisition, 
yet continues to be present past this stage. This use of mimicry and 
face-to-face interactions also allows the child to acquire fine motor 
skills and spatial awareness, as well as the more subtle developments 
emotionally and socially (Ingersoll, 2008).  The link between empa-
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thy and mimicry is a key area of interest when discussing the devel-
opment of empathetic relationships causing it to be written about in 
many contexts but most relevant to this paper is literature exploring 
childhood development. Scholars like Janet Wilde Astington clarify 
that mimicry is prevalent through all childrens’ first five years. In her 
text The Child’s Discovery of the Mind, she states that ‘Between the 
ages of two and five, children begin to be able to interpret themselves 
and others in human psychological framework of thoughts, feelings, 
beliefs, desires and perceptions’ (1993).
 Through these more thorough understandings of the asso-
ciation between mimicry and complex empathetic understanding it 
is clear that these two elements are co-occurring. When beginning 
to connect and understand the self and other, in the conversation of 
empathetic understanding, the importance of the face-to-face engage-
ment and role mimicry are, seemingly, integral. Evan Thompson’s 
text, Empathy and Consciousness, explores this in more detail: 

Mimicry and the imaginative transposition of oneself to the place of the other 
are no doubt elements of empathy, but they are founded on more fundamental 
pre-reflective couplings of self and other at the level of the lived body: it is the 
passive (non voluntarily initiated), pre-reflective experience of the other as an 
embodied being like oneself that sets the stage, as it were, for mimicry and the 
more elaborate mental act of imaginative self-transposal. (Thompson, 2001: 12)

Thompson also reflects on kinaesthetic and proprioceptive awareness 
and its place in the developed understanding of one’s own body, and 
the bodies an individual interacts with, to explore physical experienc-
es supporting the development of empathy. In a subsequent section 
Thompson elaborates on, and creates a link to, theories in the field 
of psychology with emphasis on simulation-theory and mind-reading. 
This allows him to highlight the need for individuals to effectively, 
mentally, comprehend and mimic others - combined with the ability 
to create a representation of the other – to afford the ability to relate 
to others through a projection of the self onto their situation. This 
not only relates to one’s ability to mediate their interactions with self 
and other, but can also be used to understand the humanistic inter-
actions with self and technology- self and object. By giving attention 
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to the importance of perception - in the understanding of empathy 
- as well as the reliance of developmental processes for empathy to be 
perceived in a complex and mature manner (Jackson, 2014) that the 
placement of mimicry and empathy – in this discussion - are valued.
 Projection is key, as is the representation of the self and other, 
to the experience of live performance. But to reflect back, and attend 
to Freud’s observations and accounts of the uncanny - and what is it, 
it is key to acknowledge the uncanny described as an anomaly - not 
based a study of human behaviour – which is considered a response 
to Freud’s personal experience. A definition of the uncanny, as an 
aesthetic experience is proposed, yet thereafter deemed ungraspable. 

Aesthetic experience has traditionally been understood as the condition for 
the emergence of new forms of subjectivity. […]But the uncanny undermines 
stable subject positions and thus the possibility of stable meaning. The uncanny, 
therefore, poses a problem as to how we understand aesthetic experience, since it 
questions to whom or what we attribute such an experience if we can no longer 
identify a subject. Given that our access to the uncanny has often been through 
the senses, the digital uncanny only complicates this problem of instability by 
presenting the senses as feedback rather than conscious reflection. (Ravetto-Bi-
agoli, 2016: 3)

The digital uncanny and the humanoid robot1

This second part emphasises a new uncanniness that emerges out of 
the social interaction between a human and the humanoid robot2 as 
a digital interface. Despite seemingly making a jump from the initial 
parent and child interaction, this relationship is often reliant on the 
bond mentioned previously. To develop this debate Ravetto-Biagioli’s 
focus expands on the technological capacities of digital interfaces, for 
example, computer screens. Questions of empathy will move to ques-
tions of agency exposed in the encounter with a technological other. 
Enabling mimicry is embedded in the anthropomorphic design3 aims 

1  This text was also presented in October 2016 as part of the Transtechnol-
ogy Research seminar series.
2  Oxford dictionary defines ‘Robot’ as ‘a machine resembling a human be-
ing and able to replicate certain human movements and functions automatically’.
3  Anthropomorphism in HRI refers to a concept of simulating human-like 
features and behaviour in a robot to encourage the human facing it to project hu-
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of Humanoid-Robotic Interactions (HRI) (Breazeal, 2003; Duffy, 
2011) - pointing to an important and yet, potentially uncanny pro-
cess in HRI (Duffy, 2011). The aim is to understand how this links to 
what Ravetto-Biagioli refers to as ‘the digital uncanny’. 
  Ravetto-Biagioli’s remark on Mori’s ‘uncanny valley’ (1970) 
and her consideration about the multiple functionalities, simultanei-
ties and invisibilities of digital interfaces4 (Galloway, 2012), are at the 
core of the ‘digital uncanny’. She uses this to argue that digital tech-
nologies have created new encounters between humans and digital 
screens, one that questions the human agent as a subject and decider.

Digital technologies have provoked a litany of uncertainties about the status of 
the human: where does embodiment take place if it inhabits so many screening 
devices that present it as virtual and untimely; how have information and com-
munication technologies blurred the line between the human and the technol-
ogies that mediate what it means to be human; […] The digital doubles and 
redoubles these uncertainties already present in earlier technologies, asking us to 
examine how screening, tracking and data-capturing technologies have reconfig-
ured our various experiences (social engagement, political activism, knowledge 
production, tuning in, participation, and so on), and also our understanding of 
subjectivity, embodiment and experience. (Ravetto-Biagoli, 2016: 2)

By shaping the term the ‘digital uncanny’, Ravetto-Biagioli describes 
this as an experience arising from a confrontation with digital inter-
faces that shifts from human senses to technological feedback. This 
differs from Freud’s or Jentsch’s uncanny, since the new instability and 
discomfort emerges out of the human’s inability to be simultaneously 
positioned as a user, object and data while facing a non-human-cen-
tred agency of digital technology (2016: 4). This implies the ‘digital 
uncanny’ becoming a ‘master trope available for appropriation in 
a wider variety of contexts’ (Jay in Ravetto-Biagioli, 2016: 15) also 
referring to other technological shifts between conscious and uncon-
scious, repetition and difference or subject and object.  
  Grounded on Ravetto-Biagioli’s argument that ‘technology is 
manlike qualities into the device (Duffy 2011).
4  Galloway (2012: 25) argues that while interfaces can be seen as windows, 
doors or frames between human and digital devices, these become increasingly in-
visible “the more intuitive a device becomes” (25).
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now standing in for memory, consciousness and experience, feeding 
it back to us in the form of an uncanny affect’ (2016: 14), her ar-
guments are expandable. Taking the humanoid robot as an example 
of a digital interface5, arguably this new technology can be seen as 
digitally uncannier than the computer interface she uses to build her 
concept upon. Despite her not addressing the humanoid robot in her 
debate on uncanny interfaces, her revisiting Mori’s (1970) ‘uncanny 
valley’ proofs fundamental. What Mori’s research revealed was that 
humans, if exposed to a humanoid robot with similar features or 
behaviour, can respond between being irritated to being negatively 
affected if the robotic behaviour or the aesthetic similarity appears too 
close to their own (Ravetto-Biagioli, 2016: 13). Ravetto-Biagioli uses 
Mori’s work as example to situate Freud’s and Jentsch’s uncanny but 
only to allow the digital context to emerge. The way she goes about 
conceptualising ‘the digital uncanny’ is by discussing art works by i.e. 
Viola and Lozano-Hemmer that allow her to trace a shift of uncanni-
ness from visual aesthetics to digital capacities.  
  It is Ravetto-Biagioli’s own text that indirectly suggests fusing 
two perspectives; her discomfort with digital interfaces questioning 
human agency as a ‘digital uncanny’, and Mori’s work on potentially 
uncanny experiences towards humanoid resemblances. However, this 
paper and associated seminar recognises that both aspects are in fact 
embodied in the contemporary humanoid robot and deserve some 
attention. Therefore, the argument is that the humanoid robot is not 
only a potentially uncanny body but also a digitally uncanny interface 
device. One difference between Ravetto-Biagioli’s work and this paper 
is that while she focuses on uncanny screen interaction, this text 
looks at the humanoid robot as the digital other (i.e. in contemporary 
humanoid robots such as NAO or Pepper6).     
  Driven by the hypothesis that contemporary humanoid ro-
bots have not fully resolved Mori’s concerns (Duffy, 2011), this paper 

5  In this context, the humanoid robot is positioned as a digital interface 
due to its embedded visual tracking system (Ribaric et al., 2004; Duffy 201), the 
real-time digital processing of data and the encouraged interaction with a human.
6  Available at https://www.ald.softbankrobotics.com/en/robots. [Accessed 
on 10.08.2017]
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adds Ravetto-Biagioli’s dilemma of ‘the digital uncanny’ into HRI. 
This positions the humanoid robot as a digital interface that focusses 
on the simulation of social expression (Breazeal, 2003) but also am-
plifies ‘uncertainties already present in earlier technologies, asking us 
to examine how screening, tracking and data-capturing technologies 
have reconfigured our various experiences’ (Ravetto-Biagoli, 2016: 
2). While Mori’s (1970) issues around the robot’s uncanny aesthetic 
alikeness have decreased (Duffy, 2011), the position of the human 
interacting with these devices becomes more instable. The digital 
uncanniness towards a robot seems to become more complex because 
it fuses the mimicking experience by simulating child-like or abstract 
human-like features (Duffy, 2011) with the capacities of a digital 
interface. This new uncanniness is growing its complexity from being 
a combination of aesthetic similarities - the human look - overlapping 
with digital capacities - being a digital device.   
  Without providing a complete analysis on the new uncanny 
position the humanoid robot takes, one conclusion points to lack of 
discussion in HRI - a field in which the sociable and possibly uncan-
ny interaction of robots is still focussing too much on a simulation 
of the human-like aesthetics (Bréthes et al., 2004; Duffy, 2011). All 
while the angle on robots as digitally uncanny devices, in the tradi-
tion of Ravetto-Biagioli’s technological perspective, is not explored. 
However, it is the second angle that makes ‘the digital uncanny’ be-
comes uncannier in the humanoid robot. Not because it points to the 
emergence of new aesthetic subjectivities (Ranciére 2010) and blurred 
agential borders, or because the technological features destabilise the 
human position as a subject (being at the core of ‘the digital uncan-
ny’), but because these points are masked through the sociable attri-
butes of the humanoid robot (Stamboliev 2017). Those encourage 
what Weber calls ‘a certain indecidability’ over representation, themes 
and situations – even on the question of what is sociability (Weber 
in Ravetto-Biagioli, 2016), but do not necessarily question what is 
human and what is not. The humanoid robot’s new uncanniness is 
grounded its ability to detach its aesthetics from its functions, not its 
abilities to appear humanlike.  
  What this overview suggests is the need to rethink ‘the dig-
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ital uncanny’ by using its outlined two-fold concept. While HRI 
keeps debates on the uncanny around Mori’s ‘uncanny valley’ (Duffy, 
2011), this text opened up a broader analysis on how the robot’s so-
ciable encounter questions the human agency or position as a whole. 
The next step would be to deepen the link between research on social 
interaction and anthropomorphism in HRI (Breazeal, 2003; Fong et 
al., 2003) and increasing questions on (non-) human agency, techno-
logical entities and entangled encounters within digital technologies.
 
Conclusion
By presenting the relationship between childhood development, and 
the ability to relate to others socially, we understand the placement 
of mimicry in the ability to project – therefore empathise – with the 
other. This information proves insightful in the contextualisation of 
the human features used in humanoid robotics. Interactions with 
technologies with human features becomes ‘[…] uncanny, therefore, 
poses a problem as to how we understand aesthetic experience, since 
it questions to whom or what we attribute such an experience if we 
can no longer identify a subject’ (2016: 3). Ravetto-Biagioli’s work 
suggests that the uncanny increasingly raises questions on agential 
shifts and parallel debates on how technological or human capacities, 
be it mimicry or autonomy, fuse with the aesthetic experience so it 
becomes uncanny. From looking at the uncanny as aesthetic expe-
rience (Freud, Jentsch), the encounter of humanlike features inter-
twined with invisible technological features leads to a new unstable 
role the human takes when manoeuvring with digital technology.  
 What the paper suggests is to continue a discussion on the 
humanoid robot’s ‘digital uncanniness’ that separates its apparent, 
humanlike features and gestures from its actual capacities as a digital 
interface. Ravetto-Biagioli’s work offers both angles important to 
understand this link. Firstly, the design issues with creating human-
like machines, and second digital technology offering an increasingly 
destabilising experience for the human subject. New emerging forms 
of subjectivity, artificial embodiments of consciousness, and in-
creasing technological autonomy do suggest an increasing blurriness 
between technological and human agencies. What this text aimed for 
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is an awareness of future questions on the simulation of mimicry and 
sociability through technology, which urge for a much wider debate.  
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A Resonant Touch

Abigail Jackson

Abstract
This paper introduces the idea of A Resonant Touch, in order to argue 
for the importance of understanding the role of physical contact in 
childhood development.  This research aims to understand why these 
interactions resonate throughout childhood, and into adulthood. It 
draws on literature from childhood studies, cognitive science and 
embodiment - as well as the arts - to present a multidisciplinary ap-
proach. The significance of this research is its ability to gauge varying 
uses of touch and how to embrace new approaches that premise ad-
aptation for those with Special Educational Needs, in school environ-
ments. This is possible through reflections on the difficulties touch 
presents in the education system - offering the reader a wider context 
in which to understand the argument.
 The key themes of touch, empathy and mimicry are present-
ed as central principles whilst exploring the importance of touch as 
a somatic process. The development of empathetic relationships is 
discussed alongside the use of touch, throughout childhood devel-
opment and language acquisition, to highlight the impact of touch 
and the importance of mimicry. The role of touch in an educational 
setting is introduced to acknowledge differing applications. Collec-
tively this research proposes a better understanding of how touch is 
supported by mimicry - as a way to connect and engage with chil-
dren who have social and communicative impairments or sensory 
sensitivities. This is especially important when introducing embodied 
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experiences facilitated for children who have developmental disorders. 
I argue that a lack of touch could lead to a limited understanding of 
touch as a social skill. This paper will conclude with ideas of reso-
nance - by reflecting on the primary research, in a Special Education-
al Needs (SEN) school for autistic children – and the present promo-
tion of touch as a vital tool for social development.
 
Introduction
This paper reflects on a the position of touch, alongside empathy and 
mimicry, as three key areas of research that underpins the concept 
of A Resonant Touch. This term has been developed to describe the 
ability for positive experiences of touch to remain with us – experien-
tially -past the physical experience, and is used to support its appli-
cation through my primary research. Relating primarily to the touch 
we received from our primary care givers during our developmental 
years as infants, I also offer a contentious response to the limitation 
of touch - in education - by presenting the benefits of incorporating 
touch into interventions; especially for those with developmental 
disorders.
  I ground the topics of mimicry, empathy and touch as somat-
ic processes during the primary research, by discussing the facilitation 
of one-to-one movement sessions, for children on the autistic spec-
trum. I will rely, initially, on concepts within childhood development 
and language acquisition. The aim of this paper is to introduce the 
various uses of touch in the education sector; to claim ways in which 
this could be supported by applying mimicry to connect and engage 
children with social and communicative impairments.
  By interacting with children on the autism spectrum I have 
developed an insight into autism through experience, which extends 
from theoretical knowledge. This experience encourages reflection 
on the collective knowledge gained from theory and practice. The 
interactions were often unpredictable and understated - therefore 
considered as being in process. This provoked a deeper appreciation 
for the complexity involved in facilitating movement sessions which 
supported my connections to Somatic Movement Practices and Con-
tact Improvisation - to reflect on the use of touch in these disciplines.
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  When concluding this paper, it is hoped that the informa-
tion provokes discussions about the appropriation and importance of 
touch in differing social environments and disciplines. By drawing on 
my PhD research I suggestion that touch could be used more readily 
in the education sector. The paper utlises the wider conversation to 
indicate that certain practitioners would benefit from this argument, 
as it is pertinent to those working with children on the autism spec-
trum.
 
Autism Spectrum Disorder
The participants for my PhD research are children on the autism 
spectrum and the sessions were delivered on a one-to-one basis. 
Therefore I offer an introduction autism - listed as Neurodevelop-
mental Disorders within the DSM-5 (American Psychiatric Associa-
tion, 2013). Collectively they are identified as conditions evidenced 
through the developmental period, often before the child begins 
education. These disorders are considered to consist of developmental 
deficits in, social, academic, and occupational skills (American Psy-
chiatric Association, 2013). 
 A diagnosis of autism can include difficulties developing 
complex social interaction, social communication and social imagina-
tion, collectively referred to as the ‘Triad of Impairments’: an estab-
lished diagnostic tool introduced in 1979 (Wing & Gould, 1979). 
These three impairments form specific considerations throughout the 
research project, and will be referred to collectively throughout the 
paper as social skills. These are coupled with persistent, behaviors, and 
interests that are restricted and repetitive, intellectual difficulties are 
co-occurring, therefore their social communication are often seen to 
be below that expected for their age (American Psychiatric Associa-
tion, 2013: 50-51).
  This information situates the discussion - within education 
– by suggesting ways education sector could, and should, be adapt-
ed for those with Special Educational Needs, especially as ‘[b]eyond 
the period of diagnosis, children progress along variable pathways of 
symptomatology, cognitive achievement and adaptive functioning’ 
(Elsabbagh, 2014: 757).                   
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Mimicry & Empathy
The rationale for focusing on mimicry, empathy and touch - in the 
one-to-one interactions facilitate – has been presented in a previous 
publication; Empathy. Mimicry. Touch. (Jackson, 2016). Here the link 
between empathy and mimicry was explored through multiple con-
texts and disciplines - yet grounded in literature exploring childhood 
development.
  Mimicry is prevalent through all childrens’ first five years of 
life,; Janet Wilde Astington states in The Child’s Discovery of the Mind 
that ‘[b]etween the ages of two and five, children begin to be able to 
interpret themselves and others in human psychological framework of 
thoughts, feelings, beliefs, desires and perceptions’ (1993). Therefore 
all children and parents partake in a relationship reliant on mimicry 
- to communicate and learn socially - before the child has developed 
verbal communication, yet continues to be present throughout lan-
guage acquisition. Mimicry is also connected to empathetic under-
standing due to one’s ability to comprehend self and other.

Mimicry and the imaginative transposition of oneself to the place of the other 
are no doubt elements of empathy, but they are founded on more fundamental 
pre-reflective couplings of self and other at the level of the lived body: it is the 
passive (non voluntarily initiated), pre-reflective experience of the other as an 
embodied being like oneself that sets the stage, as it were, for mimicry and the 
more elaborate mental act of imaginative self-transposal. (Thompson, 2001: 12)

 
By considering the association between mimicry and complex em-
pathetic understanding I concluded that the two principles were not 
just aligning, but were coexisting. Autism researchers - concerned 
with these questions - argue there are ‘several ways that self-referen-
tial cognition and empathy are inextricably linked’ (Lombardo, et 
al. 2007). Empathy ‘is a commonly used, but poorly understood, 
concept. It is often confused with related concepts such as sympathy, 
pity, identification, and self-transposal’ (Davis 1990, 32), yet refers to 
the ability to understand and share the feelings of another. As empa-
thy is a humanistic process of social human behavior it allows us to 
related to the joy and sorrow of others by – some say – subconscious-
ly applying the situation to one’s self and imagining how we would 
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feel in their situation.

This concept is interesting, in its connection to the understanding of empathy 
and neuro-typical development from a self-referential viewpoint, in combination 
with childhood mimicry as a development tool. […] it is understood that by 
using kinesthetic and proprioceptive awareness to understand one’s own body, 
and the bodies an individual interacts with, it is possible to develop a complex 
level of empathy. (Jackson, 2014)

 
This complex social skill is through social maturity - along with the 
ability to understand self and other.  It is vital to understand mim-
icry as an emotional process that takes place in order to empathise. 
By attending to the importance of perception in the understanding 
of empathy - as well as the reliance of neuro-typical development for 
empathy to mature - we can clear see its position in this conversation 
and research exploring the connection between empathy, mimicry 
and, later, touch.

I have come to understand that through mimicking the bodily movements of 
those with social impairments, it is possible to facilitate the development of so-
cial interaction, social communication, and social imagination and creativity, by 
using one’s own empathic understanding to project acceptance and understand-
ing onto the humanistic social interaction. As a developmental step, it could 
be proposed that, by bringing together information about the development of 
empathic responses or experiences, and the noted difficulties or those with im-
paired social skills, as well as the link to underdeveloped self-referential qualities, 
the ability to visually comprehend their interactions with others is undervalued. 
(Jackson, 2014)

This research clearly shows a link between empathy and mimicry, but 
Evan Thompson’s writing suggests a welcome shift to the physical by 
discussing the impact that experience has on one’s ability to under-
stand self and other.

If one were confined to one’s own first-person point of view such that one had 
absolutely no empathetic openness to other (an impossibility because of the 
open intersubjectivity of consciousness), and hence to how one would be expe-
rienced by another (empathy as the experience of myself as being an other for 
you), one would be incapable of grasping that one’s own body in physical object 
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equivalent to the other physical things one perceives. (Thompson, 2001: 19)
 
With consideration, again, for the participants being children on the 
autism spectrum, the process of understanding one’s self, and the 
benefits of physical experiential opportunities are supported. It is 
noted that those with autism have a tendency to isolate themselves as 
a result of the ‘Triad of Impairments’ and the prevalence of restricted 
and repetitive behaviours. This can negatively affect their empathic 
understanding due to an overriding first-person point of view, yet an 
‘experiential grasp of intersubjective space is a condition of possibility 
of one’s ability to experience one’s own living body as a physical body 
like other physical things in the world’ (Thompson, 2001: 19).
 
Embodied Experience and the inclusion of Touch
As a movement practitioner I draw on my training in Contact Im-
provisation and Somatic Movement Practices. By reflecting on my 
embodied experiences of these techniques - during the interactions 
with the children participating - I connect to Thompson’s definition: 
‘Embodiment: The mind is not located in the head, but is embodied 
in the whole organism embedded in its environment’ (2001: 3). This 
supports the link between my theoretical understanding with my 
practical explorations; collectively referred to as my embodied knowl-
edge.
  Contact improvisation is a dance technique founded by Steve 
Paxton in the 1980’s and has the intention for the individuals to ex-
plore their own embodied process, whilst encouraging acknowledge-
ment of the intentions of the other - through movement, together.
 

This system is based in the senses of touch and balance. The partners in the duet 
touch each other a lot, and it is through touching that the information about 
each other’s movement is transmitted. They touch the floor and, there is an em-
phasis on constant awareness of gravity. They touch themselves, internally, and a 
concentration is maintained upon the whole body. (Paxton, 1975: 40)

Therefore like mimicry, touch plays an important role during the in-
teractions with the children participating. In childhood development 
touch is also exhibited between parent and child - between two-five 
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years - the same time frame as mimicry. The role of touch between 
peers, friends, and loved ones, also encourages an understanding of 
the wider implications it has on empathic and trusting relationships, 
as well as social encounters alike.
 

Touch provides the first sensory input in life while a baby is still in the womb 
and continues to play an important part of how children learn about the 
world as well as being essential for children’s healthy growth and development. 
Children with autism may be aversive to, and avoidant of, touch, they may 
also be hyper or hyposensitive to touch and may display tactile defensiveness in 
the form of rubbing, scratching, withdrawal and negative expressions. (Cullen, 
Barlow & Cushway, 2005: 183)

 
Working specifically with autistic children, it is important to consider 
sensory sensitivities, especially as I work within the education sector 
where touch is still contentious. Often a difficult obstacle for schools, 
and similar institutions - as many have become wary of using touch 
teacher and pupil/ adult and child – due to a fear arising that touch 
is too quickly regarded as inappropriate. As a result there are two in-
terlinking rationales for the concerns surrounding the application of 
touch; sensory sensitivities for the children, and issues of appropriate-
ness. The latter has been discussed in connection to Intensive Interac-
tion, an intervention developed for use with a variety of disabilities 
yet focuses on autism. Dave Hewett founded the technique, alongside 
Melanie Nind in the 1980’s, and states:
 

I certainly intend it to combat any arguments such as we can’t use physical 
contact because it is not appropriate/could be abuse/too risky/what will people 
think/could be misconstrued, etc. I will try to make clear that using touch is 
totally and utterly appropriate. (Hewett, 2007: 117)

 
The Intensive Interaction technique advocates the use of mimicry to 
encourage the development of communication and social skills by 
creating an environment to embody these skills. This intervention 
is reported to work particularly well for those with delayed social 
and communicative skills, and highlights touch as an important tool 
throughout. ‘Thus, with physical contact as an essential aspect of 
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these activities, there is the prospective essentiality of touch experi-
ence in early learning and particularly in communication learning’ 
(Hewett, 2007: 120). When considering the sensory sensitivities 
associated with touch Stephanie Lord presents the following consider-
ations:

[…] many children we teach seem to find being held or touched highly distress-
ing and avoid contact wherever possible. There may be understandable reasons 
for this as unpredictable and uncontrolled human contact has been described as 
frightening and confusing by people with autism. There may also be underlying 
sensory and motor disturbance that contribute to the avoidance of personal 
contact. (Lord, 1997: 85)

 
So, despite sensory sensitivities being a cause for concern and ration-
ale for the avoidance of touch, if this is accepted early on - and not 
positively challenged as part of social development - it could continue 
to present itself in adulthood. If working to assist an autistic child’s 
developed social and communicative understanding, touch cannot be 
avoided; I argue it should be embraced as an embodied social skill. 
The principles of Contact Improvisation, and Intensive Interaction, 
acknowledge nonverbal communication more readily, which supports 
my interests in complex empathetic understanding, and the use of 
touch and mimicry within facilitated sessions with autistic children.
 

Moreover, in [Contact Improvisation] the sense of touch is more important 
than the sense of sight, which is the most widely-used sense in our everyday 
life. Communication will be based on this contact rather than on verbal and 
non-verbal communication signs, and social distance and organisational rules 
are re-structured, thus giving us an opportunity to analyse an activity that is not 
structured according to the most common cultural rules. (Torrents, Castaner, 
Dinusova, & Anguera, 2010: 55)

 
Contact Improvisation, in this research context, allows the facilita-
tor to give focus to the individuality of autism, to be embraced by 
improvised experiences that allow authentic responses to the child, by 
the facilitator. This is supported by the need to understand the other’s 
body - by creating awareness of how one’s movement is influencing 
the other, whilst being influenced by the other simultaneously. This 
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is vital then - when reevaluating approaches within education - mim-
icry and touch are embedded as core themes alongside the developed 
sense of self and other in the promotion of empathetic and social skill 
development.
 
A Resonant Touch
The term Resonant Touch was developed in response to the invitation 
to present an object as a stimulus during the Object of Affection Sem-
inar - Transtechnology Research - for which I decided on to include 
Tibetan Tingsha; small cymbals used in prayer and rituals by Tibetan 
Buddhists. This object symbolised the resonance of touch through 
their function, and were also commonly used within both Somatic 
Movement Practice and Contact Improvisation. 
  When connecting this idea to Somatic Movement Practices it 
became clear that the themes of touch and resonance were considered 
alongside the use of bells - as a metaphor - by Bonnie Bainbridge 
Cohen, in Sensing Feeling and Action (2012). ‘If I’m working with any 
area of someone else’s body, I will go into that area of my own body 
to see. In the process I become more open also. It becomes like two 
bells ringing on the same pitch. We can resonate each other’ (Bain-
bridge Cohen, 2012: 55).
  This connection has enhanced the position of Somatic 
Movement Practices in my wider research, and allowed for the use 
of touch to be considered on an anatomical, as well as an affective, 
level. Therefore I began to look at the role of the skin within Experi-
ential Anatomy of Body-Mind Centering: a discipline within Somatic 
Movement Practices. Through my training in Experiential Anatomy, 
touch and the skin are discussed regularly:

Skin: Skin is our outermost layer, covering our body in its entirety and defining 
us as individuals by separating us from that which is not us. Through our skin, 
we touch and are touched by the outer world. This outer boundary is our first 
line of defense and bonding. It sets our general tone of openness and closedness 
to being in the world - through our skin we are both invaded and protect-
ed, and we receive and make contact with others. (Bainbridge Cohen, 2012: 
4)      
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Touch is both a physical experience and an affective one, as ‘[t]ouch 
is very importance to the nervous system and any part of the body 
which does not receive normal tactile stimulation may develop a 
protective, as opposed to a discriminatory, response’ (Lord, 1997: 80- 
81). This directly relates to my argument around the negative effect 
the avoidance of touch may have on children. When combined with 
earlier interests of empathy, and mimicry, as well as Contact Im-
provisation, their use through the facilitation of positive, embodied, 
experiences of touch are again contextualised.

Moreover, in [Contact Improvisation] the sense of touch is more important 
than the sense of sight, which is the most widely-used sense in our everyday 
life. Communication will be based on this contact rather than on verbal and 
non-verbal communication signs, and social distance and organisational rules 
are re-structured, thus giving us an opportunity to analyse an activity that is not 
structured according to the most common cultural rules. (Torrents, Castaner, 
Dinusova, & Anguera, 2010: 55)

Such considerations encourage my use of touch with autistic chil-
dren, as the approach complements the social communication diffi-
culties by reducing the reliance on the verbal in favor of the physical. 
Despite struggling to evidence how touch resonates  I can confidently 
say it does for me. I am sure that I embody experiences that have had 
an affect on me experientially. It is seemingly impossible to capture 
the feeling of resonance - it is embodied - therefore its placement in 
education still needs to be addressed.

Education can learn from the essential process of ‘you move, I watch’, to reclaim 
the value and effectiveness of ‘copying’ as a means towards embodied under-
standing. Dance could not have evolved as an art form without the human ca-
pacity for embodied understanding and empathy. There are implications for the 
process of learning, pedagogical approaches, and theatre, particularly for young 
people. (Ede, 2006: 23-24)

And, I would argue further that this is ever more important for those 
with a diagnosis of autism. Throughout this exploration of move-
ment and embodiment, in the context of Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen’s 
discussion on skin and touch, the two themes seem to be interlinking 
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in my research. Both offer a sense of self and other, as a direct route 
to empathic understanding, and all are embedded in our ability to 
understand socially. This concept is further supported through a 
paper published in New Scientist, 2015, where Linda Geddes present 
an argument for the ability for touch to promote social, and com-
munication, by reflecting on studies by neuroscientists. The research 
presented in this paper go further to link touch to the sense of un-
derstanding self and other, thus supporting its use to facilitate self 
referential ability and develop empathetic understanding - by quoting 
Katerina Fotopoulou:

One question that fascinates research is when this sense of identity develops. It 
might be that a parent’s touch teaches infants about where they stop and begin. 
“We aren’t both with a fully fledged sense of body and self, and so we believe 
that what parents do is important for building it,” says Fotopoulou. (Geddes, 
2015: 36-37)

By continuing its argument information in presented about touch 
before birth - within the womb - and through the infantile years. 
Interestingly, in its connection to my own research, it concludes by 
introducing autism as an example in which touch may differ. Geddes 
introduces sensory sensitivities, much like I have here, but goes fur-
ther by introducing Carissa Cascia, and autism specialist, who sup-
port my argument concerning the negative effect if touch is avoided 
when working with autistic children: ‘genetic variation in the system 
for processing social touch could leave some [autistic] people more 
vulnerable if they don’t experience the right sorts of touch in infancy’ 
(Geddes, 2015: 37).
 By positioning touch as a form of communication and a tool 
for socialising, it is clear that Geddes’ paper supports the arguments 
presented here. By connected touch to the ability to develop self 
referential abilities it also reaffirms the need for touch in the devel-
opment of empathy and allows the idea of A Resonant Touch through 
suggestions within the research presented about touch in the womb 
and the benefits of touch through the developmental, infantile years. 
By presenting information about the increased importance of positive 
touch for autistic children, but paper gives weight to my argument, 
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and supports the ongoing research and application of touch in one-
to-one session facilitated for autistic children. 
 
Conclusion 
By presenting the theme of touch, alongside empathy and mimicry 
this paper has introduced the notion touch by situating its impor-
tance in childhood development. This assists in understanding the 
application of touch in the education sector, with particular focus on 
autistic children. The importance of mimicry - in the development 
of empathetic relationships - is contextualised by Evan Thompson. 
These connections ground the use role of touch in an educational set-
ting and facilitated the introduction of Intensive Interaction; presented 
as an advocate for the application of touch despite being contended 
by many in the educational sector. Regarding sensory sensitivity, 
alongside a discussion on the differing rationales for a reduction of 
touch in schools, the argument responds to Stephanie Lord’s consid-
erations. 
 The practice of Contact Improvisation was embedded to 
offer an application of touch, and mimicry, as a tool to connect and 
engage with the other - a process I personally use with children who 
have social and communicative impairments or sensory sensitivities. 
With both being key throughout childhood development, between 
the parent and child in years two-five, the impact they have on social 
understanding and language acquisition give premise to their poten-
tial use with those on the autism spectrum. 
 Embodied experiences, facilitated for children who have 
developmental disorders as, are argued to be important in the child’s 
development throughout this paper. The lack of touch in these set-
tings is considered to contribute to a limited understanding of touch 
as a social skill if not contended and brought into positive experi-
ences. When presented alongside the understanding that those with 
autism have a tendency to rely on restricted and repetitive behaviours, 
positive interactions that challenge their habits may provide key 
developmental experiences. When formally introducing the concept 
of A Resonant Touch, and the motive for this term, I acknowledge an 
appreciation for physical contact as an affective experience. 



116

 Therein my questions around the ways that interactions may 
resonates are offered a degree of resolution through the writings of 
Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen – and Somatic Movement Practices – 
whilst allowing further consideration for whether the interactions res-
onanate for the child in the same way that it does for the adult. The 
research paper has been vital in gauging the multiple uses of touch, 
its importance, and how it can be embedded in a new approach that 
highlights the need for adaptation and application of touch through 
the Special Educational Needs school environment.
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Re-imagine Your Town: Participatory arts & community         
mapping:
2018 March: Residency @ Fish factory Artist studios café
2017 May: Representation Workshops venues in Penryn 
2017 Oct: Presentation to Falmouth WI
2016  Oct: Launch of project & producer of a series of participatory 
arts interventions

https://reimagineyourtown.org/

VR drawing Workshops:
2018 Feb: Drawing in VR sessions for Fish factory artist studios 
2018 Jan: Drawing in VR for Penryn Arts festival 
2017: Drawing in VR for Dracaena centre young women’s group

Previous work includes animated films, documentaries and 
installations 
http://brodskis.co.uk/

Images:
Top Right:  Re-imagine Your Town, Fish cross collage in 3D Unity 
game engine
Bottom Right: Re-imagine Your Town, 3D model puzzle of The parish 
of Penryn

Practice Portfolio
Becalelis Brodskis
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Munsterberg’s Imagination Machine

Jane Hutchinson

Munsterberg’s Imagination Machine (Munsterberg’s Motormen Apparatus) 
was presented during the 2015 seminar series: Ephemeral Affections: The 
Elusive Object: Imagination, Abstraction and Dreams of Utopia. 

The seminar explored the extent to which a re-creation or re-presentation 
of an object or event is able to ‘stand-in’ for the original, whether it was 
fully realised at the time of its conception or remained in an imaginary 
form. It did this by considering the provisional (re)-construction of Hugo 
Munsterberg’s1 apparatus for testing the ”mental constitution” of motormen 
in order to determine their suitability for the job. The experiment took 
place at the Harvard Psychological Laboratory during the spring of 1912. 
The experimental subjects were employees of The Boston Elevated Railway 
Company. In his initial report2 Munsterberg provided a detailed account of 
his design of the experimental process, and the apparatus. He claimed its 
success was in part at least due to its evoking for his subjects the reality of 
their working lives.

This research project attempts to understand the influences upon 
Münsterberg’s design for the experimental apparatus and activity, which 
as he describes it seems to take the form of a mechanical-physiological 
mediator of reality to promote for the subject “the inner development of 
[…] moving pictures”3 The research suggests, as a post hoc interpretation, 
that the experiment required the experimental subject as a component of 
the apparatus to embody both projector and film. As such, they would 
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simultaneously act in their own imaginary moving pictures filtered through 
a cinematic machine-ensemble. Drawing upon Metz and the theory of 
perception in action, the subject’s action promoted a primary identification 
with the apparatus. Now, as a re-construction, the apparatus resists being 
made as Münsterberg describes. Yet, this elusive object can be made if it is 
considered in the terms of a thought experiment.

The seminar was presented in the context of a wider exploration of the value 
of reconstruction in a media-archaeological research process. Drawings, 
images and a maquette model that were created during the research process 
will be presented. These are informed by Munsterberg’s description (see text 
below).
Participants were invited to engage with these items in order to explore the 
extent of their adequacy as ‘stand-ins’ for the apparatus, even if its original 
form was an imaginary constituent of a thought experiment.

As soon as this principle for the experiment was recognized as satisfactory, it was 
necessary to find a technical device by which a movement over this artificial 
track could be produced in such a way that the rapidity could be controlled by 
the subject of the experiment and at the same time measured. Again we had 
to try various forms of apparatus. Finally we found the following form most 
satisfactory. Twelve such cards, each provided with a handle, lie one above 
another under a glass plate through which the upper card can be seen. If this 
highest card is withdrawn, the second is exposed, and from below springs press 
the remaining cards against the glass plate. The glass plate with the la cards 
below lies in a black wooden box and is completely covered by a belt 8 inches 
broad made of heavy black velvet. This velvet belt moves over two cylinders at 
the front and the rear ends of the apparatus. In the centre of the belt is a window 
4½ inches wide and 2½ inches high. If the front cylinder is turned by a metal 
crank, the velvet belt passes over the glass plate and the little window opening 
moves over the card with its track and figures. The whole breadth of the card, 
with its central track and its 4 units on either side, is visible through it over of 5 
units in the length direction. If the man to be experimented on turns the crank 
with his right hand, the window slips over the whole length of the card, one 
part of the card after another becomes visible, and then he simply has to call the 
letters of those units in the track at which the red figures on either side would 
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land, if they took the number of steps indicated by the digit. At the moment the 
window has reached Z on the card, the experimenter withdraws that card and 
the next becomes visible, as a second window in the belt appears at the lower end 
when the first disappears at the upper end. In this way the subject can turn his 
crank uninterruptedly until he has gone through the 12 cards. The experimenter 
notes down the numbers of the cards and the letters which the subject calls.4

1  Hugo Munsterberg (1863-1916) moved from Leipzig to Cambridge, 
Massachusetts in 1992 at the invitation of William James, to become the director of 
the Harvard Psychology Laboratory, a position he retained until his death. In 1898 
he was elected the president of the American Psychological Association. In addition 
to fulfilling these responsibilities he was a lecturer and prolific writer of books and 
papers for specialist and general audiences. As an altruistic idealist he developed the 
academic discipline of experimental psychology to a psychology that could by its 
practical application solve the ‘problems’ of life.
2  The American Association of Labor Legislation commissioned the exper-
iment in March 1912. Munsterberg sent his initial report to them less than three 
months later
3  Münsterberg, H. The Photoplay: A Psychological Study. (D. Appleton 
and Company. 1916), p. xi.
4  Munsterberg, H. (1913) Chapter VIII, ‘Experiments in the Interest of 
Electric Railway Service’, in Psychology and Industrial Efficiency. Boston and New 
York: Houghtan Mifflin Company, pp. 63-82.
(Also available online at http://psychclassics.yorku.ca/Munster/Industrial/chap8.
htm)
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Munsterberg's Motorman Apparatus (2015)
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Above: I will buy your dreams. (2015) One-to-one performance. Port 
Eliot Festival, (as part of Ways With Weirds) Cornwall, July 30th – 
Aug 2nd 2015. SuperNormal festival (with A+E), Oxfordshire UK. 
7th and 8th August, 2015. 

Top right: EVETNEH || NEHEVET Nicosia Old City Tarot, presented 
at Phaneromeris 70, Old City Nicosia. 16th April, 2015.

Bottom Right: The Island of Nova Santos. (2015) Group visualisation 
performance. At Phaneromeris 70, Old City Nicosia and 9th-11th 
April, 2015, SuperNormal festival, with A+E, Oxfordshire UK. 9th 
August, 2015.
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