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TotalRecall

”Insofar as we live in a culture whose technological advances abet the production and dissemination of such images at a hitherto unimagined level, it is necessary to focus on how they work and what they do, rather than move past them too quickly to the ideas they represent or the reality they purport to depict” (Martin Jay).
 

The project TotalRecall is an interdisciplinary project where art and philosophy together investigate a topic that stems from an everyday experience of being virtually surrounded by images and texts. These images and texts are often in a digital form, which has some consequences for the project, but it is not the digital-technological  character in itself that is in the forefront. Instead, it is an experience of images and texts in a new kind of time and space which can most easily be described by means of new media: mobile phones employed to take and distribute photos and videoclips but also textmessages (and tweets); the internet with emphasis on social media (Facebook), blogs and YouTube etc. There seems to be an increasing feeling of both being constantly submerged in neverending receptions and relays of images and textmessages, but also and at the same time a feeling of extreme rapidity bordering on simultaneous re-presentation with the event (digital transmission of live-broadcast). This is something that ’we’ are both subjected to and actively support by contributing to this dissemination of images and texts (professionally and on a personal level), and also by being consumers of traditional media (newspapers, tv). The ambition of the project is to capture some parts of this experience and reflect it in the ’slow’ media of painting [and other artforms?] and writing, and the results of this will be presented in a first stage in an exhibition in April, 2012 in Stockholm at Studio44. 


But who are the ”we” that speak, without going into personal details? Is it as participants in the techno-scientific communal ’world’ that this experience arises? Or as ’citizens’, with the power and obligation to act politically in a democratic system? Are we speaking as passive consumers of capitalist merchandise we have no real option to turn away from? 

The relation between what is ’new’ and what is ’old’ is central in several ways to the project. There is, to start with, the question of socalled ’new’ media, which serves as a starting point of the joint investigation: what is new in media? How can there be something ’new’ that is presented by ’media’, which means precisely the impossibility of the really new, unheard of since what media presents is, by definition, always in the category of the ’indirect’ i.e. the mediated? This poses more general questions concerning the very possibility of presenting something new at all that is mediated, and related issues concerning how the framework of the different media – film, soundrecordings, video, even newspapers and tv-news – impose restrictions on the visibility of the events portrayed. The more specific question of how art and thinking relate to this problematic axis of new-old, in the dual register of ’analogue’ media (here notably painting) and the world of digital images and texts is at the forefront here, and the work that comes out of this combined artistic and philosophical research-group engages with this question, although at different levels. 

Our culture today – restricting the scope here to Western culture – is predominantly visual. In a certain sense, this is no news. As many have pointed out, ever since the Platonic determination of thinking in its highest form as theoria, i.e. a ’seeing’ of ideas or forms, the emphasis on visual activities and metaphors have come to dominate Western culture. In Plato’s work Timaeus, the genesis of sight is compared to that of reason and intellect, whereas the genesis of the other senses such as touching and smelling is relegated to the lower, material parts of the body. With the ’mind’s eye’, we can perceive the highest, transcendent being of the forms or ideas, which later Christian philosophers adopted to the possibility to see God, a notin that was reinforced during the renaissance with thinkers such as Ficino (who translated Plato into Latin). Vision has been dubbed ’the noblest of the senses’ by philosophers such as Descartes and Thomas Reid in the 17th and 18th century.
 


What is at stake is the question of what role the contemporary culture of notably digital images and texts, that centres around what is often called Internet 2.0, plays in this scheme. It may seem far-fetched to hypothesize that there could be any more significant links between the metaphysics of optics in the history of philosophy and posting low-resolution videoclips on YouTube, but this is nevertheless an idea that will be investigated in the project. What could make such a hypothesis more plausible? First of all, stretching credibility somewhat, there is the historical connection between precisely Platonism which can be seen as an interconnection between non-sensuous forms and the WorldWideWeb. Internet can be seen as a kind of ’materialization’, in similarly non-sensuous cyberspace, of ideas that must be historically connected to Platonism via the natural-scientific revolution initiated by Galilei, Descartes and Newton in the 17th century. A central aspect of this new determination of the world is that the whole world becomes calculable, it is as if a web of ideas (mathematical, physical) were cast over the world achieving a non-religious sense of unity that had never occurred previously. The threads of the mathematico-physical project here for the first time achive a universality that is unnegotiable.
 This is the beginning of the internet in a sense, the seed from which it sprang. 


Further, there are significant events in our historical self-understanding and our understanding of the world that may also contribute to making such a hypothesis more plausible. Developing ideas put forth by Nietzsche concerning the coming of nihilism (in the working notes for a projected book during the final years, Der Wille zur Macht), Heidegger and Foucault amongst others have analyzed what they call the end of the rule of subjectivity in many works. According to Nietzsche’s analysis, the death of God (understood as the gradual end of believing in absolute values: the True, the Good and the One, etc.) that characterizes modernity, is correlated to the death of man. This meant that man is showed to be not an a-historic essence (notably focussed in the ’soul’) but a dynamic category that undergoes change, and that the particular historical conception of man as generally subjugated to values and ideas that the cultural tradition of Christianity has imposed must vanish. On the one hand, Nietzsche’s analysis according to philosophers such as Habermas, opened the gates for a thoroughgoing relativism (an attitude of ’anything goes’ and the abandonment of enlightenment), whereas more diligent philosophical responses instead led to the working out of a richer, more profound understanding of freedom, rationality, autonomy and ethics.
 

What do we mean when we speak of ’the visual’ in this context? There are many modalities of visuality: there is Sartre’s critique of the reifying gaze in Being and Nothingness, that was modified by feminist philosophers such as Irigaray who insisted on the gendered aspect of this gaze. As thinkers like Laura Mulvey have showed, mainstream popular culture (Hollywood) is based on a scheme where the desiring male, heterosexual gaze is what carries both the plot and the moving images.
 


What is the nature of our visual culture in this contemporary setting? Is our culture as such then scopophilic? According to psychoanalytical investigations from the 1940’s, the child gains its important sense of being a unified person by means of ’mirroring’ herself and gradually coming to realize that previously unrelated bodyparts in fact belong to the same person – me – and that I can move them at will.
 By extension, this process of mirroring can be taken to account for the process whereby I become myself, an at least relatively ’complete’ and ’unified’ subject, by means of mirroring my early protoself in the people that surround me: mother and father, or other caretakers. Did Lacan’s theory grow out of an increasing awareness of our culture’s growing visualization (the text was first written in the 1920’s and then revised almost two decades later), or is it a late attempt to theorize the age that preceded the visual culture of our days? Given the strong interest taken in his theorizing by cultural theory, cinema and feminist thinkers that have furthered our understanding of contemporary culture, it seems that the first alternative is true. 

There are also, judging by everyday-life experience, modes of seeing that are not predominantly reifying and that furthermore avoid the phallocentric voyeurism characteristic of popular culture. There is the look of the lover, the look towards the child and the look at nature. We look at friends in other ways, and in special circumstances such as psychotherapy or buddhist dialogue we actively learn to see each other in ways that reveal great depth. 

According to one philosophical analysis that has determined much of the debate in the past century concerning the issue discussed here – that of Martin Heidegger, notably in the classical essay “Die Zeit des Weltbildes” from 1938 – what characterizes modernity is the twofold process wherein the world becomes represented as picture, and man is determined as subject.
 Also here, everydaylife suggests that there is a gap between these metaphysical determinations of the world and subjectivity, and our practical ongoings. Even if we look at what is often described as the height of the era of subjectivism in philosophy – Husserl’s phenomenology – Heidegger’s analysis seems reductive and bypasses central points that would question his critique. 

In one of the most important texts in the conteporary discussion of art, visuality and media (written in exile from Nazi persecution in Paris in the mid 1930’s), Walter Benjamin argues that artworks not only reflect the surrounding world in which they were made, but that they also contribute in transforming our perception: 

Just as the entire mode of existence of human collectives changes over long historical periods, so too does their mode of perception. The way in which human perception is organized – the medium in which it occurs – is conditioned not only by nature but by history. The era of the migration of peoples, an era which saw the rise of the late-Roman art industry and the Vienna Genesis, developed not only an art different from that of antiquity but also a different perception [sondern auch eine andere Wahrnehmung].

If Benjamin’s thesis is correct, then we should consider the possibility that today, as we speak, our sense-perception is altered by means of the new, digital media. Perhaps this is part of what lies behind the today common experience, predominantly amongst youth, whereby the witnessing of an event in real life only gains the character of ’reality’ after having been posted (or mobile-filmed and uploaded) on social media (Facebook, YouTube) and there received its due of ”I like”-clicks or comments by friends. What the eye sees is not registered as ’real’ in the intersubjective sense (where we can agree that this happened, and had the character of event) until it has been medialized, presented on the internet and been acknowledged by peers. This, in a sense, is what makes reality today. 


In a certain sense, this I think has always been the case: practically speaking, we always communicate in a dialectic of saying and response so that what is said awaits the confirmation or negation by the other. The ’press click if you like’-culture prevalent on Facebook would only supervene on already active structures of social communication, and in that sense merely make more visible what has always been going on. 

In her essay ”Plato’s cave”, Susan Sontag speaks of the ’shock’ that photographs can bring with them when they show something new. The example she discusses is her own experience as a twelve-year old when she for the first time saw photos of Bergen-Belsen and Dachau by chance in a bookstore in Santa Monica in 1945. At that time, it was possible to be a ”horror virgin” she explains in a later interview, but the proliferation of images in the following decades has effectively rendered this impossible. In the essay, she states that her life became divided into a before and after having seen the photographs, and she describes the event in inverted theological terms saying that it was a ”negative epiphany”, the ”prototypically modern revelation”.
 In the interview from 1979, Sontag explains further:

I think that that experience was perhaps only possible at that time, or a few years after. Today that sort of material impinges on people very early – through television, say – so that it would not be possible for anyone growing up later than the 1940's to be a horror virgin and to see atrocious, appalling images for the first time at the age of 12. That was before television, and when newspapers would print only very discreet photographs.
 As far as what died – right then I understood that there is evil in nature. If you haven't heard that news before and it comes to you is so vivid a form, it's tremendous shock. It made me sad in a way that I still feel sad. It wasn't really the end of childhood, but it was the end of a lot of things. It changed my consciousness. I can still remember where I was standing and where on the shelf I found that book.

Writing about new media is thus on the one hand precisely doing that, but it is also always a writing of something else: it is writing about new ways of experiencing the world and new ways of connecting to people. 

Nicholas Smith
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