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Configurations of Film: Series Foreword
Scalable across a variety of formats and standardized in view of global 
circulation,themovingimagehasalwaysbeenbothanimageofmovement
andanimageonthemove.Overthelastthreedecades,digitalproduction
technologies,communicationnetworksanddistributionplatformshave
takenthescalabilityandmobilityoffilmtoanewlevel.Beyondtheclassical
dispositifofthecinema,newformsandknowledgesofcinemaandfilmhave
emerged,challengingtheestablishedapproachestothestudyoffilm.The
conceptualframeworkofindex,dispositifandcanon,whichdefinedcinema
asphotochemicalimagetechnologywithaprivilegedbondtoreality,asite
ofpublicprojection,andasetofworksfromauteursfromspecificnational
origins,cannolongeraccountforthecurrentmultitudeofmovingimages
and the trajectories of their global movements. The term “post-cinema con-
dition,”whichwasfirstproposedbyfilmtheoristsmorethanadecadeagoto
describethenewculturalandtechnologicalorderofmovingimages,retained
an almost melancholic attachment to that which the cinema no longer was. 
Movingbeyondsuchattachments,theconceptof“configurationsoffilm”aims
toaccountformovingimagesintermsoftheiroperations,formsandformats,
locationsandinfrastructures,expandingthefieldofcinematicknowledges
beyondtheartsandtheaesthetic,whileretainingafocusonfilmasprivileged
sitefortheproductionofculturalmeaning,forsocialactionandforpolitical
conflict.

Theseries“ConfigurationsofFilm”presentspointedinterventionsinthisfield
of debate by emerging and established international scholars associated with 
the DFG-funded Graduate Research Training Program (Graduiertenkolleg) 
“KonfigurationendesFilms”atGoetheUniversityFrankfurt.Thecontributions
totheseriesaimtoexploreandexpandourunderstandingofconfigurations
offilminbothacontemporaryandhistoricalperspective,combiningfilmand
media theory with media history to address key problems in the development 
of new analytical frameworks for the moving image on the move.





Pandemic Media: Introduction

Laliv Melamed and Philipp Dominik Keidl

MediahaveplayedacrucialroleduringtheeruptionoftheCOVID-19pan-
demicandsubsequentshutdownsin2020.Newschannelsandprogramskept
viewersconstantlyupdatedaboutthespreadofthevirus,providingexplana-
tions about how it operates and showing graphs and maps about infection 
rates. Broadcast media featured interviews with virologists and other health 
experts,andprogrammedpressconferenceswithpoliticiansannouncingnew
policiestocontainthecrisis.Likewise,socialmediafedinformationabout
thelatestdevelopmentstotheiruserswho,inturn,usedtheplatformsto
document and share their own experiences of the crisis in the form of opinion 
pieces,memes,orhumorousadviceonhowtopracticesocialdistancing.
Videoconferencing software enabled white-collar workers to work from home 
andstudentstocontinuetheireducation.Afterwork,thesametechnologies
provided alternatives to all the closed leisure activities by hosting workout 
sessions,winetastings,bookclubs,danceparties,orjustchatswithfriends
andfamily.Onlineretailersluredandcateredtostay-at-homeconsumers,
whiletelevision,streamingservices,filmfestivals,pornwebsites,andonline
museum exhibitions provided distraction from fears and sorrows caused by 
disturbing updates. And although face-to-face dating was out of question for 
many,datingandhook-upappsprovidedtheinterfaceforonlinedatingand
sex. Media also served as the foundation for managing the crisis. Special apps 
were used to track routes of infection and for governments to control and 
surveil the movement of their own citizens. Infrared detectors embedded in 
specializedlenseshelpedmeasureandvisualizebodytemperature,alerting
a potentially infected carrier. Drones were used to scan urban spaces under 
closure,guardthosewhowerelockeddown,anddelivergoodstopeople’s
homes.Notallaspectsofmediaconsumption,however,revolvedaroundthe
accessibilityandelasticityaffordedbydigitalmedia.Withcinemasclosedand
distributioncompaniesbuildingnewon-demandoffers,anotherroundof
debatesabouttheapproaching“deathofcinema”cametolife.VHScollections
wererediscovered,anddrive-intheatersbecameapopularalternativeto
watch movies on the big screen and among a group of strangers beyond one’s 
ownhome,showingthelongevityofanaloguemedia.Incontainingthevirus
andorchestratingnewmodesofsocialbehavior,mediawereubiquitous,
whether functioning as an instrument of population control and mass surveil-
lance,orasoneofcareandrelief.

Recognizing the omnipresence of media and screens has become a common-
placenotioninfilmandmediastudies.Yet,aswidelystatedandacceptedas
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theubiquityofmediaandscreensnowis,themediationofthepandemicand
thevarietyofnewmediaconfigurationsbroughtforwardbythepandemic
haveopenedupnewpathsofinvestigationforfilmandmediastudies.Aswith
so many other aspects in life that the coronavirus and its consequences put 
injeopardy,mediaareactivelyshapingthesechangesasmuchastheyare
affectedbythem.Atatimewhennearlyalloftheworldhasbeen,andstill
is,livingundersomeformofshutdownorincreasedpreventionandcontrol
measures,mediahavebecomeevenmoreimportantforgovernments,institu-
tions,companies,retailers,andregularcitizenstoorganize,manage,work,
educate,entertain,andcommunicate.Mediaaffordedprocessesofinforming
ormisinforming,keepingpeoplesafeorunsafe,generatinghopesorfears,
leadingtosupportorsabotage,causingunderstandingorincomprehension.
Theresultsaregesturesof solidarityoregoism,callsforchangingcorrupted
socialstructuresorgatekeepingthoseexistingdisadvantageoussystems,
utopian visions for a better future or dystopian narratives about the end of 
theworld.Atthesametime,theeruptionofthepandemicasaglobalbio-
logical and social condition accentuated the constant proliferation and state 
ofmediatransformation(ParksandWalker2020).Thealteredrealitiesofliving
in a pandemic and post-pandemic time respectively require media to adapt 
themselvestonewconditionsofproducing,accessing,consuming,sharing,
anddeployingmediafortheflowofinformation,labor,goods,policies,and
culture. The proliferation of media and screens as a means of crisis man-
agementconfrontedfilmandmediascholarsonceagainwiththeirownobject
ofresearch,callingonthemtotrackandanalyzehowmediaemerge,operate,
and change under the altered condition of a global event. 

Pandemic Media
Thepandemicwasaheavilymediatedevent,ifnotamediaeventinitself.
Expertssuchasvirologists,publichealthspecialists,politicians,andecon-
omists were recruited as spokespeople during the crisis. In these public 
debates,however,mediaoperationsortheirinstrumentalityweredeemed
invisibleorneutralized.Theveryconditionsofconveyinginformation,forging
expertise,andrepresentingthevirusorthedamageitinflictedonbodies,
environments,andsocietiesdemandequalattention.Afilmandmediastudies
perspective is needed to unpack the technological and discursive formations 
through which media channeled the crisis. The theoretical and methodological 
toolsthatdefinethedisciplineaffordnewinsightsintothecommunication,
circulation,andconsumptionofmediaduringthepandemicbyasking:Howdo
media render an invisible virus and its threats visible? What form and format 
do graphs take to inform policy makers and the public about the crisis? How 
and why do amateur media get distributed transnationally and win trans-
national popularity? Where and in which socio-economic contexts do small 
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culturalinstitutionsfightfortheirexistencewhilelargeonlinecorporations
expand their dominance? How does the pandemic change how people practice 
and talk about sex when they are urged not to hook up in person? How are 
previous viruses and their victims remembered across media? To whom do 
populists address their demagogic philosophies? When do images of protests 
and riots revive political movements? How can we mobilize media theories to 
understand the new pervasiveness of objects such as masks and plastic as 
media? 

Inthisvolumeweseektotrackthewaythepandemicaffectedmediaforms,
usages,andlocations.Approachingtheroleofmediaduringthepandemic
one can note historical links to former pandemics in how they reorganize 
mediasettingsandconsumption(Napper2020)orordersocialnarratives.1 
Adifferentstrandprobespandemicmediathroughthenotionofcontagion,
highlightingtheroleofbothmediaandthevirusascarriers,theirinfectingcir-
culation,andtheirtransformationoftheirhosts(Parikka2016;Sampson2012).
Theconceptofmediaevent,aneventformedthroughitsmediation,ispar-
ticularly apt for describing the ubiquity and instrumentality of media during 
thepandemic.Herewedrawonamajorthreadwithinfilmandmediastudies
thatexplorestheinterconnectionbetweenmediaandthehistoricalevent,its
orchestrationandmanagement,thenarrativesorgenresitengenders,and
its shaping of public as well as domestic spheres. From the explosion of the 
DiscoverytothewarintheBalkans,September11,theDeepwaterHorizon
oilspill,andtheArabSpring(KatzandDayan1994;White1999;Keenan2004;
Schuppli2015;Snowdon2014):intheseevents,despitetheirdifferentscale,
media are not merely a vessel of information but the very conditions that 
shapedtheircultural,political,andeconomicfootprint.Mediaareafactorof
directingglobalattention,ofvisibilityandrecognition,ofconnectingspaces,
pacingtemporalities,andgeneratingnarratives.Thinkingofthevariousmedia
operationsthatarecharacteristicofthecurrentpandemicmoment,mediais
instrumentalinsynchronizingandcoheringthemultiplicityofdata,images,
opinions,andhappenings.Asapattern,themediaeventframesourread-
ingofmediaubiquityandtheirformingofacrisismode,yettheradicaland
unprecedented scale of global reaction and measures of distancing prompted 
newmanifestations,termedhere“pandemicmedia.”

Questionsofformation,format,usages,andlocationsofmediahavebeen
centraltotheworkoftheDFG-fundedresearchcollective“Configurations
ofFilm”basedattheGoetheUniversityinFrankfurt.Aspartoftheresearch
collective’sbookseries,thisvolumereflectsonthesequestions.Highlighting
media’sadaptability,malleability,andscalability,“pandemicmedia”refersto
mediaformsandformats,contentandnarratives,exhibitionanddistribution,

1 Forexample,thevacillationbetweenutopiananddystopiannarrativesbroughtby
formerpandemics,forexampleinCamus’sThe Plague or Boccaccio’s Decameron.
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locationsandsettings,practicesanduses,aswellasanalogiesandmetaphors
that have made the invisible virus and its consequences perceptible. The con-
cept captures media operating under pandemic conditions in sectors ranging 
fromleisuretoeducation,medicine,economy,politics,experimentalart,and
popularculture.“Pandemicmedia”representaspecificattitudetowardmedia
in a moment of transition and uncertainty at a time of a global health crisis. As 
a means to analyze and communicate the pandemic and its internal logic and 
logistics,thisvolumecapturesthediscursiveandtemporalconstructionof
thecurrentcrisisthroughvariousmediaconfigurations.Theseconfigurations
havereorderedsocialspaces,rhythms,andtemporalitiesthroughcallsfor
information,synchronization,regulation,andcontainment,aswellasthe
reconfigurationofmediatechnologiesandculturesthemselves.

“Pandemicmedia”havecollidedandapproximatedpublicandprivateand
institutional and non-conformist spaces respectively. They have reordered 
thedomesticspaceasasortofheadquarters,ascreenedspacethathad
to cater to and regulate all everyday activities during the lockdown. While 
beinginquarantineathome,onestillhadtoremainopentovarioustrans-
missions summoning each and every person to put their individuality behind 
theimaginaryglobalcollective.Additionally“pandemicmedia”havetrans-
formed notions of temporality by interconnecting the velocities of the crisis: 
theimmediacyorlatencyoftheauthorities’reactions,therealtimetrackingof
theeventunfolding,theanticipationofnewmeasurementstobeexpressedin
the graphs and charts depicting the infection rates. They produced a feeling of 
urgency that oscillated between an unpredictable spectacularity and the sus-
tainingofeverydayroutines,asimultaneouscommunicationofruptureand
continuity.Consideringthesemediaoperations,pandemicmedianeedstobe
thought of in the context of a wider understanding of the way media functions 
undercrisis(Doan1990;Chun2011;ParksandWalker2020).Here,crisisis
not only a condition that invites certain spatio-temporal formations like the 
onesmentionedabove,butisitselfaconstructionmediatedandproducedby
media.Astheaboveanalysismaintains,apre-existingmediaconventionof
crisisforgedthepandemicasanevent,inasmuchasitinvitednewformsand
conventions.

Transformations of space and time intersect with manifestations of social 
conditions and social malfunctioning. The pandemic crystalized inequality 
andinjustice,exposingunevenaccesstoresources,intentionalneglectof
infrastructures,privatizationofsocialservicesattheexpenseofthe“greater
good.”Itfurtheredtheexploitationandexhaustionoflaborers,debilitation,
poverty,hunger,aswellasracial,colonial,andgenderedsystemicviolence.
Theimaginaryglobalcommunitywasfirstshatteredafewweeksintothepan-
demicwhenimagesofinstitutionalunresponsivenessandsocialindifference
toward discrimination and harassment became visible yet again. Pandemic 
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mediacontributedtothesedynamicsthroughthecirculationofgifs,memes,
videos,andnewsreports,whosecontenteithersanctionedandreinforced
systematic discrimination and oppression or bluntly exposed its brutal out-
comes.Thinkingthroughandwithpandemicmedia,apublichealthstateof
emergencyprovokedbycontagionnecessitatesareflectiononlargersocial,
economic,political,andculturalsystemsthatformedthecrisisandwere
reformed by it.

Pandemic Scholarship
This volume highlights that this very sense of rupture and its mediation sum-
monsaparticularformofwriting.Earlyoninthecrisis,magazines,podcasts,
onlinelectures,aswellasacademicjournals,blogs,andprintpublications
called for expert analysis.2 They created an urgency for scholars and public 
intellectualstoreflectonthewaysthepandemictraversesourworld,contex-
tualizing the spread of the virus and institutional responses according to their 
expertise.Aseditorsofthisvolume,weareawarethatitisequallyimportant
topauseandreflectonhowtherhetoricofurgencyitselfshapesthewaywe
approach knowledge and critique. Throughout the process of bringing this 
collectiontolife,wefeltthatinitsdisastroustotalityanditsglobalscalethe
pandemic is threatening to absorb all forms of knowledge. Responding to the 
urgencies of the now might yield to popular demand while rushing the process 
ofanalysis,deliberation,andevaluation,whichareunwaivableaspectsof
scholarship. 

Yetweperceiveitasanecessarymomentumtoemployfilmandmediastudies
as a critical tool to deliberate and even dismantle the mechanisms that are 
used to attend to the crisis. Spotlighting media operations exposes the very 
meansandnarrativesthroughwhichexpertiseispresentedassuch,andthis
volume is in dialogue with other scholarly interventions on the impact of the 
pandemicfromthefieldoffilmandmediastudiesspecifically,andthehuman-
itiesandsocialsciencemoregenerally(BaerandHanich2020;Bronfen2020;
Gessmann,Halfwassen,andStekeler-Weithofer2020;HennefeldandCahill
2020;Jones2020;Newiak2020;VolkmerandWerner2020;Walker2020).More-
over,itallowsustoquestiontheverytemporalmotorsforscholarlyreflection.
Doscholarsneedtoreplytothemoment’scrisis,oralternately,doesinformed
reflectionnecessarilydemanddistanceandtime?Asamatteroffact,many
ofthequestionsdiscussedinthisvolumehaveoccupiedthedisciplineoffilm
and media studies before. With this we assert that the foundations for the 

2 Seeforexample:CriticalInquiryBlog“PostsfromthePandemic”https://criticalinquiry.
uchicago.edu/posts_from_the_pandemic/,aspecialprojectofThe European Journal of 
Psychoanalysis https://www.journal-psychoanalysis.eu/coronavirus-and-philosophers/ 
The New York Review of Books ’sDispatchesfromtheCovid-19Crisishttps://www.nybooks.
com/topics/coronavirus/.

https://criticalinquiry.uchicago.edu/posts_from_the_pandemic/
https://www.nybooks.com/topics/coronavirus/
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pandemicmediamechanismswerealreadylaid,yetthecrisisformationpro-
vides them with a new visibility. 

Two objectives were particularly important to us in putting together this 
volume.First,toprobethemanymediaconfigurationsthatplayedintothe
social,economic,cultural,andpoliticalmanifestationsofthepandemic.
Second,tocollectandregistertheseconfigurationsandexpressions.Whilst
thepandemicenabledtheemergenceofephemeralandinchoateexpressions,
anoutcomeofamodeoftransitionthatthecrisismobilizes,theirephemeral-
ity became evident while we were working on the volume between April and 
September2020.Betweentheprocessofreviewingtheessaysthroughoutthe
summerandwritingtheintroductioninearlyfall,someamateurvideoshave
alreadydisappearedfromthevirtualsphere,commentshavebeendeleted
fromsocialmedia,newtechnologiesdesignedtocontainthevirushave
evolved,socialresponseshaveshiftedfromcomprehensiontoanger,andcon-
spiracy theories have questioned the validity of science and expert opinions. 
Assuch,thisvolumeistheoutcomeofaformof“pandemicscholarship,”
representingacertainmomentofchangeasmuchasitisawareoftheeffects
of the crisis on its own operations. 

The Inventory
Weinvitedtheauthorsinthisvolumetoreflectonaspecificphenomenonthat
ispartofpandemicmedia,drawingontheirspecializedinterestsandexpert-
ise.Theresultisaninventoryofpandemicmedia,anindefinitesumofthe
manyforms,formats,usages,practices,platforms,functions,andconventions
throughwhichmediamanifestthemselvesinthisdemarcated,yetongoing,
event. 

Time/Temporality

Thissectionbringstogetherdifferentconsiderationsofthepandemic’s
rhythmsandtemporaldistributions—past,present,andfuture.Neta
Alexander explores modes of waiting as a predominant experience in an 
ageofon-demandculture,refutingitsmythofimmediacy,whereasMalte
Hagener highlights parallelism and synchronicity in his study of the split-
screen,acommonimageinthedaysofthepandemicthatgoesbacktoearly
cinema.Incontrasttotheseeitherlatentoracceleratedtempos,time,asa
sensationofcontemporaneousness,informsUlrikeBergermann’sanalysisof
ashortfilmthatwasswiftlyproducedfortheonlineeditionofafilmfestival.
JaapVerheul’scritiqueofarenewedinterestinthefilmvaultconcernstheval-
orizationofpastcinematictreasuresbyindustrypowers;scholarlyinterests
arereorientedtoaddresscurrentaffairsinFelixM.Simon’sconceptionof
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“pivoting”;andmodesofcinemaviewingareadjustedtothetime’snecessities
while imbued with nostalgia in Karin Fleck’s study of the drive-in.

Space/Scale

Mediaalterperceptionofspaceandscale,andwithithowwerelateto
ourselvesandothers.Thesectionopenswithtwoessaysaddressingdifferent
media representations of urban spaces. Teresa Castro criticizes drone images 
ofemptycitiesasan“aestheticizationofpolitics”andvictoryofspectacleover
criticaldistance.Inturn,AliceLeroyshowsthattheappropriationofsurveil-
lance military technologies can also be used to document otherwise invisible 
moments of care and solidarity. The subsequent three essays engage with 
issues pertaining to self-isolation through the lens of platforms. According to 
YvonneZimmermann,videoconferencingcreatesarelationshipofcloseness
anddistanceofselfand/asotherthatopensupnewmodesofself-reflexivity.
Joshua Neves and Marc Steinberg probe how platform economies take over 
mostin-personactivities,providingcustomerswiththeexperienceofcon-
venience at the cost of putting laborers at risk. Juan Llamas-Rodriguez’s anal-
ysisofananimatedshortdepictingthedifferentexperienceoftherichand
poor stresses the expanding rift between cosmopolitan elites and the millions 
that inhabit the Global South. The last two essays examine the consequences 
of closed media spaces for visitors and scholars. Distinguishing between 
film-drivenandfestival-drivenevents,MarijkedeValckproposescombining
case study-based scholarship with large-scale data projects to theorize the 
changingfestivaleco-system.ExploringtheruptureCOVID-19hascausedfor
themeparkfansandresearchers,RebeccaWillliamsmaintainsthatdigital
media may become more central for fans and fan scholars when the physical 
spaces are inaccessible. 

Technologies/Materialities

Takentogether,theessaysinthissectionmanifestavarietyofinterfaces,plat-
forms,modesofproduction,views,andmediumthroughwhichthepandemic
wasrenderedvisible,felt,controlled,orinhabited.Offeringalonghistoryof
machinevision,AntonioSomainishedslightonthecurrentproliferationof
technologiesofdistance;AlexandraSchneiderprobesthepandemicmedia
spacebylookingataparticularinterface,thecar’scamera-imbeddedrear
mirror,anditsmeasuresofdisplacement;whereasAdaAckerman’sanalysis
of drone-produced images of empty urban spaces explores the spectacle of 
scaleandemptiness.EssaysbyBishnupriyaGhosh,ChristophEngemann,and
Guilherme da Silva Machado address media logics of close scrutiny. Ghosh dis-
sectsthesyntheticscientificprocessofvisualizingthevirus;Engemanninves-
tigatescoronatracingappsandthepublicdebatestheyprovokeinEurope;
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and,studyingtelecommunicationtechnologiesintheworkplace,daSilva
Machadosituatescontemporaryproductionlaborinthefacialclose-up.Lastly,
traversingouraccesstospacesandbodies,thepandemichasbroughtabout
new materialities. Diego Semerene argues for the erotic discharge of words 
onsexplatforms,inlieuoftheaffordabilityofbodies;Marie-AudeBaronian
explorestheomnipresenceofmasks,bothasamaterialobjectandamedium;
and Marek Jancovic tracks an archeology of three conspicuous objects in the 
urbanspace:gaffertape,glass,andboommicrophones.

Education/Instruction

Adidacticdisplay,aformofauthorityoritstool,aspacetoexerciseprudence
or trust are linked to media instructional and educational imperatives. Florian 
Hoofobservesthedifferentformatsthroughwhichinformationaboutthe
virus was conveyed as a means to establish trust in a time of growing uncer-
tainty;inBenjamínSchultz-FigueroaandSophiaGräfe’sessayanimalsare
put forward as a medium through which the pandemic was introduced and 
studied,eitherasaculturalorscientificsignifier.LeonieZilchunderstands
pandemicpornasawaytoenhancemoralisticvalues;whiletheimpactof
mediaonchildrenwasalsoreconsideredbyscholarsandpedagogues,as
contended by Meredith A. Bak in her essay on children’s screen time and 
herproposalofa“stretchytime.”JohnMowitt’sessaythinksthroughthe
imperative,oftenmadeinteleconferencingteaching,“muteyoursound.”The
propositionofcancelingsound,signaledbytheiconofmicrophonewitha
redstrikethrough,leadsMowittbeyondtheengineeredhearingofthetele-
phone,potentiallyalteringourtechno-pedagogicalscene.EssaysbyKerim
Dogruel and Wanda Strauven likewise meditate on the ways the pandemic 
redesigns pedagogic interactions. Dogruel expands on how online teaching 
wasperceiveddifferentlyamongdifferentgroups,borrowingfrommediaand
socialtheories.Strauvenreflectsonaclassexcursiontoanonlinefilmfestival,
recounting how the mixing of everyday routine and the online platform leads 
to feelings of exhaustion.

Activism/Sociability

Exacerbatingandintensifyingexistingsocialconflicts,mediawasinstrumental
in forming and keeping alive communities and realizing new activist strategies. 
Thefirstthreeessaysofferinsightsintothepromiseofdigitaltechnologies
to provide sociability while social distancing. Abby S. Waysdorf analyses fans’ 
use of archives to maintain their fan identity by staging online alternatives 
for canceled events. Stefanie Duguay investigates dating apps’ repositioning 
as facilitators of (self-)care while corresponding with the commercialization 
of health and well-being by digital technologies. Shane Denson stresses that 
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the paradoxes of screen-mediated life during the pandemic are that media 
serveatoncetoconnectandtoisolate,carryingthepotentialforpassive
alienationbutalsoactiveresistance.Thenextthreeessaysfocusonhow,and
againstwhat,suchactiveresistancematerializes.AmritaBiswasexamines
the formation of solidarity networks in India to create awareness about the 
severity of the crisis for migrants across the country. Michelle Cho traces 
anti-racist protests by K-pop fans against the intertwined conditions of police 
violenceandtheintensificationofstructuralandenvironmentalracismin
NorthAmericaandEurope.AsVinzenzHedigerdemonstrates,theseprotests
are also directed at a US president whose governance is characterized by the 
presentationalmodesofhomeshoppingtelevision.Thefinaltwoessaysof
this volume encourage new viewpoints and epistemologies to overcome sys-
tematicoppression.DidiCheekacallsforthedecolonizingoffilmarchivesin
thetimeofpandemiccapitalism,andKesterDyershowshowlong-standing
Indigenous viewpoints have anticipated the tensions concerning systemic 
racismmagnifiedbythepandemic.
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The Waiting Room: 
Rethinking Latency  
after COVID-19

Neta Alexander

Building on the recent literature on waiting and “tem-
poral inequality,” this essay studies three categories 
of latency laid bare by the coronavirus pandemic: 
photogenic, infrastructural, and emotional. This triad 
analysis dismantles the myth that on-demand culture 
enables seamless, global access to information and 
that therefore our lives could be easily moved online. 
Pushing against this technological solutionism, it 
posits the waiting room as a timely metaphor for 
corona-capitalism.

Absolute power is the power to place other people 

in total uncertainty by offering no scope to their 

capacity to predict… The all-powerful is he who 

does not wait but who makes others wait. 

Pierre Bourdieu

Zoom’s“waitingroom”—whereuserspatientlywaittojoinameetingora
webinar—is a perfect metaphor for corona-capitalism. We anxiously wait for a 
jobinterviewinatimeofcripplingrecession;foranelementaryschoolteacher
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withnoformaltraininginremoteteachingtobabysitourchild;foravideocon-
versation with our elderly parents who we might kill IRL. We are confronted 
with an uncanny degree of self-awareness as we stare at ourselves through 
ourwebcams.Desperatelytryingtodirectthemise-en-scene,werearrange
booksontheshelfbehindustomakeourbedroom-turned-officelookmore
professional.

The coronavirus pandemic transformed Zoom—a videoconferencing platform 
establishedin2011andinitiallymarketedtoglobalbusinesses—intoaheaven-
sentsolutionforquarantineanxiety.This“Zoomtopia,”tousecompany
parlance,ignoresthelimitationsofthedigitalinfrastructure,theubiquityof
internettrolls,andtheunexpecteddisruptionsthatpopintotheframeinthe
formofpets,children,orpartners.Thecompany’sabilitytoprovideseamless
videoisnowdoubtfulasanexponentialinfluxofusersencounterbuffering
issues,frozenscreens,andanyotherdigitalnoiseoncemockedbyZoominits
commercialfrom2015.1 While Zoom has promoted a discourse of seamless-
ness,itislatencyandwaitingthathavecometodefineourpandemiclives.

Building on my previous workonbufferingasproducingandsustaining
“perpetualanxiety”—theoft-deniedrealizationthatweincreasinglyrelyon
machines and infrastructures whose logic is not clear or accessible to us 
(Alexander2017)—Iwishtoexplorethreecategoriesofbufferinglaidbare
duringthepandemic:pathogenic,infrastructural,andemotional.Informed
by the recent interest in the history and regimes of waiting as an antidote to 
businessmodelsthathailspeedandinstantgratification(Tawil-Souri2017;
Farman2018;JanejaandBandak2018),thistriadanalysisdemonstrateswhy
the study of latency regains a new urgency in a post-COVID world.

The Buffering Pathogen
Buffering,asIarguedelsewhere,isadigitalspecter:itisamomentoflagand
disconnectwhoselengthisunknown(Alexander2017).Assuch,itopensupa
liminalspaceofactivityandpassivity,whereusersareunsurehowtoreact.
Sincedigitaltechnologyisbasedonblackboxdesign,proprietaryalgorithms,
andopaqueinfrastructure,internetuserstendtoblamethemselvesforany
encounterwithtechnicalfriction.Inthecaseofbuffering,thiscantakethe
formoffranticallyrestartingtherouter,shoutingatyourflatmatetostop
“stealingbandwidth,”orupgradingyourdeviceordatapackage.

1 AvailableonYouTube,thecommercialtellinglyfeaturesaconferencemeetingoffour
suitedexecutivesandonewoman,allofwhomarewhite,astheyencounteraseriesof
technological glitches while trying to use non-Zoom video services. See https://www.
youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=JMOOG7rWTPg&feature=emb_logo.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JMOOG7rWTPg&feature=emb_logo
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The ways in which the unknown length of the encounter produces anxiety 
andhelplessness,alongsidethetendencytorecaststructuralfailureasa
personalfailure,makebufferingaproductivemetaphorforthestudyofthe
coronavirus,thepathogencausingCOVID-19. This pathogen is not only con-
tagiousandhardtodetect,italsomanifestsitselfdifferentlyineveryhuman
body:asymptomaticpatientsmightneverknowtheycontractedthevirus,
while“longhaulers”sufferfromawiderangeofdebilitatingsymptomsfor
weeksorevenmonths(Yong2020).

ReportingonthedifferencesbetweenSARSandthenewcoronavirus,The New 
York Times explainsthat,“SARSClassicsettledquicklyintohumanlungcells,
causingapersontocoughbutalsoannouncingitspresence.Incontrast,its
successortendstocolonizefirstthenoseandthroat,sometimescausingfew
initialsymptoms…Thevirusreplicatesquietly,andquietlyspreads”(Burdick 
2020).Combinedwiththerelativelyhighpercentageofasymptomaticcarriers,
this pattern enabled the global spread of the coronavirus.

Thispathogenicbuffering—aninherentdelaybetweenexposureandtraceable
symptoms—turnedpublichealthpolicyintoafrustrating,costlygameof
waiting:“shelteringinplace”orstrictlyimposedlockdownscanonlyshow
resultsaftertwoorthreeweeks;“super-spreaders”couldonlybedetecteda
weekorsoaftertheinitialencounter.IntheUS,theUK,andmanyothercoun-
tries,thispatternofdelaywasworsenedbyabelatedresponsetotheout-
break.DespiteearlywarningfromChina,wherethepandemicfirstbroke,the
Trumpadministrationfailedtoorderandmanufactureventilators,protective
gear,ortestingkits.

Thepandemicnecessitateswaiting:fornewguidelines,fortesting,for
“reopening.”Muchlikebuffering,whoseubiquityandunknownlength
arebeingdeniedbyusinggraphictoolslikeacolorfulspinningwheel,the
deadliness of the virus was quickly reframed as data visualizations. These 
“flatteningthecurve”graphicsplayedacrucialroleinconvincingmillionsto
stayathome.Anxietyinducingastheymaybe,theyalsoallayourfearby
transforming uncertainty into two familiar narratives: linear progression from 
“bad”to“good,”andathree-actstructureconsistingofoutbreak,peak,and
decline.

We thus anticipate and deploy traditional narrative structures whereas the 
pandemic’sprogresshasadifferent,prolongedstructure.Thevirus(atleast
intheearlystages)wasseenasasudden,unexplainedbreakfromreality,
forcingmillionstoaskwhencantheyfinally“returntonormal.”Itwasquickly
recastasadigression,aonce-in-a-centuryeventthat,onceresolved,willleave
notrace.Flockingtostreamingservices,millionswerere-watchingHollywood
pandemicfilmssuchas12 Monkeys (1995) or Contagion (2011).Inlieuofhappy
endings,viewersfoundsolaceinthesefamiliardetectivestories,wherethe
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protagonists expose the chain of events leading to the deadly outbreaks. 
Whenuncertaintyreigns,causalityisanantidote.

Bothon-demandcultureanddatavisualizationhelpedbelittletheongoing,
devastatingtollofCOVID-19.Newquarantine-basedpodcasts,columns,and
lifestylesectionssproutedtipsforgardening,sourdoughbreadbaking,home
schooling,orexercising(“yourbookscouldbeyouryogablocks!”announcesa
suspiciouslyjoyfulinstructorinafitnessapp).

Waiting,however,isneverequallydispersed.Inherstudyof“temporaline-
quality,”HelgaTawil-Souri(2017)alertsustothewaysinwhichwaitingunder
conditionsofuncertaintycaninvokeanxiety,depression,andaparalyzing
notion of precarity—the kind of emotional states needed to support existing 
systemsofpowerandpreventactsofresistance.Thisuncertainty,which
bufferingandCOVID-19haveincommon,replacespoliticalragewithacon-
stantstateofalertness.Ifwe’reunsurewhenatechnology,orahumanbody,
mightcollapse,wemustprotectourselvesbyendlesslyupgradingboth.A
moreexpensivedatapackage,adailycapsuleofvitaminC—weareeagerto
solve problems caused by a series of structural failures by changing our own 
behavior.   

Infrastructural Latency
We might think about the anxiety-inducing pandemic time as the antithesis 
ofon-demandcultureanditsallureofinstantgratification.Butmygoalisto
show that there is more in common between these temporalities than we 
might imagine.

Whilewewereaskedtodividetheworldinto“home”and“non-home,”creating
“isolationbubbles”andrecastingthepublicsphereaspotentiallydeadly,our
tech-driven society has increasingly shifted online. The demand for remote 
work ignores the struggle of those who either have fallen sick or had to care 
for their loved ones. It also downplays the extent of the digital divide: limited 
accesstohigh-speedinternet;lackofdigitalliteracy;andinabilitytopayfor
datapackagesorpremiumservices,tonamebutfewexamples.

MuchlikeitexposedthefragilityoftheAmericanhealthsystem,the
coronavirushasputtheideaofseamlessinternettothetest.InMarch2020,
the European Union Commissioner Thierry Breton requested that streaming 
platformschangetheirdefaultsettingto“standarddefinition”inordertotrim
bitrates.Inresponse,bothYouTubeandNetflixannouncedthattheywould
automatically adjust their systems to use less network capacity by switching 
fromhighdefinitiontostandarddefinition.2

2 InMarch2020,Netflixissuedastatementsaying:“Followingthediscussionsbetween
commissioner Thierry Breton and Reed Hastings—and given the extraordinary 
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Outsourcingthisresponsibilitytotechconglomerates,however,wasnot
sufficient.IntheUS,ruraltownssufferedfromlackofbroadbandthat,amid
thespreadofthevirus,limitedtheirabilitytoremaininformed.Eventech
workersinurbancentersexperiencedmorebuffering:“Aspeoplehave
hunkereddowntocontainthespreadofthecoronavirus,averageinternet
speeds all over the world have slowed. Some broadband providers are feeling 
crushedbytheheavytraffic.Anddatedinternetequipmentcancreateabot-
tleneckforourspeeds,”reportedThe New York Times(Chen2020).Withthe
shifttotelehealthservices,bufferinganddisconnectionsexacerbatefeelings
ofisolationand,worsestill,mightdelaymedicaltreatmentwhenpatientsare
unabletoeffectivelycommunicatewiththeirremoteproviders.

Evenwithaccesstohigh-speedinternet,thefantasyofonlinelifedenies
theextenttowhichthedigitalecosystemreliesonBigTechanditsfive
mammoths:Apple,Google,Amazon,Facebook,andMicrosoft.WhileIcannot
provideananalysisofnetneutralityinsuchashortessay,itiscrucialto
remember that all of these companies monetize slowness in a plethora of 
ways by asking their designers to incorporate waiting into their gadgets and 
applications.AsJasonFarman(2018)demonstrates,“falselatency”isaprev-
alent business model used by tech companies to establish trust or maximize 
profits.Thiscommodificationofwaitingispartof,forexample,Apple’sannual
launchofthelatestversionofitsiPhone,orFacebook’sdecisiontoslowdown
a“securitycheck”featuretoconvinceusersthatitisthoroughandtherefore
trustworthy.Falselatencyisthereforeafeature,ratherthanabug,ofthe
digital infrastructure.

Emotional Buffering
Pathogenicandinfrastructurallatencylaidthegroundforemotionalbuffering.
Whileessentialworkerssuchasnursesanddoctorssufferedfromburnout,
thoseworkingfromhomeencountered“zoomfatigue.”Inaninterviewwith
BBC,GianpieroPetriglieriexplainedthatbeingonavideocallrequiresmore
focus than a face-to-face chat: “Video chats mean we need to work harder to 
processnon-verbalcueslikefacialexpressions,thetoneandpitchofthevoice,
andbodylanguage;payingmoreattentiontotheseconsumesalotofenergy.
Ourmindsaretogetherwhenourbodiesfeelwe’renot.Thatdissonance,
whichcausespeopletohaveconflictingfeelings,isexhausting”( Jiang2020).

Technical desynchronization between video and audio breeds a deeper sense 
of psychological and cognitive desynchronization. While the world became 

challengesraisedbythecoronavirus—Netflixhasdecidedtobeginreducingbitrates
acrossallourstreamsinEuropefor30days.WeestimatethatthiswillreduceNetflix
trafficonEuropeannetworksbyaround25%whilealsoensuringagoodqualityservice
forourmembers”(Bannerman2020).
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unprecedentedlysynchronized—fightingasimilarhealthcrisiswithalimited
setoftools—classandracialdisparitiescreatedentirelydifferentrealitiesfor
thoseaskedtoshelterinplaceorreporttotheir“essentialwork”(whileothers
escaped to their vacation houses).       

Zoomfatiguemightbemitigatedbytakingbreaks,limitingourscreentime,
andswitchingtophoneconversations.Thesetips,however,ignoretheother
manifestationsofemotionalbufferingduringthelockdown.First,ittookdays,
weeks,ormonthstocometotermswiththeseverityandscaleoftheglobal
crisis.ChinadetecteditsfirstCOVID-19caseinDecember2019. Yet,Americans
wereshockedtodiscovertheywereaskedto“shelterinplace”oncethe
virushitthecoastsinearlyMarch.Second,naturalprocessesofgrievingand
healing have been put on hold as a result of travel bans and social distancing. 
Whilethousandsdiedinisolationunits,funeralsandmemorialswereeither
postponedortookplaceonzoom.Third,thefrustrationandrageinducedby
delay in testing and ventilator manufacturing in the US and the racial dis-
paritiesshapingthetollofthevirusindifferentcommunitiesweremostly
deniedbyitsadministration(and,eventually,fedtheBlackLivesMatterpro-
tests that erupted across the world).

Thesedifferentformsofbufferingbirthedarealityinwhichwhite-collar
workerscannotidlywaitforimprovement(orvaccine);instead,theywere
askedtoremainontheirtoes,readytospringintoactiononceacolleague
appearsonZoom’sscreenortheeconomycan“reopen.”Thisperpetual
waiting room requires workers or workers-to-be to become not only alert but 
evermore“flexible,”asbecameclearoncecollegesstartedpreachingtotheir
facultyabouttheneedfor“hybridteaching.”

Muchlikeapatientawaitingadoctor,corona-capitalismhasforcedusto
maintainahighlevelofalertforanunknownlengthoftime.If,andwhen,we
fail,thisstructuralfailurewillbequicklyrecastasapersonalone.Toresist
this,wemuststudyhowthenascent“pandemictime”shapesourabilityto
grieve amidst the aftershocks of the coronavirus. The pathogen itself presents 
uswiththechallengeofagapbetweenexposureandsickness,yetitisalso
crucial to understand the infrastructural and emotional latencies it exposes.
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Divided, Together, Apart: 
How Split Screen Became 
Our Everyday Reality 

Malte Hagener

The article looks at the history of the use of split 
screen in the cinema in order to provide a historical 
perspective to the proliferation of videoconferencing 
software during the COVID-19 pandemic. It argues 
that the specific configuration of the videoconference 
owes much to larger transformation of the media 
ecology—towards modularity, flexibility, relationality, 
and real-time feedback.

 
Zoom,Jitsi,GoogleMeet,WebEx,Skype,MicrosoftTeams,BigBlueButton,
FaceTime,DFNconf—thevideoconferencingtoolsthatwehavelearnttouse
inthetimesoftheCOVID-19pandemicarenumerous,andtheircluster-like
appearanceisoftenseenasproofoftheirnovelty.Butasfilmhistoryand
mediaarchaeologyhastaughtusincessantly,suchideasofinnovationand
newness have to be taken with a grain of salt. This is also the case when we 
thinkaboutthevideoconference,whichusuallycomesinthegraphicalcon-
figurationoftheco-presenceoftalkingheadsinonelargerframe.Film—and
other(audio-)visualmedia—havealonghistoryofimagining,depicting,
negotiating,andpresentingthisdispositif,whichhasbeengivenalotof
names:videocall,imagetelephony,visualtelegraph.1 Casting a glance back 

1 ForthisrichprehistoryseeUricchio2004.
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atwaysinwhichfilmshavedepictedthisconfiguration,Iamconcernedinthis
essay with what we can learn from the cinema as an institution in which the 
social imaginary of this technology is presented.

Archaeology of the Divided and Mobile Screen
Imagesthatshowotherimageswithinadepictedspace,framesthatcon-
tainotherframesarenothingnew.Yetagain,ifwefollowarthistorianVictor
Stoichita(1997)wehavealeadthathelpsusunderstandthesituationweare
facing. Stoichita has argued that the tableau is a relatively recent invention 
thatcameaboutintheseventeenthcentury;beforethat,theimagewas
boundtoliturgicalsituationsandtospecific,fixedsitesofexhibitionsuchas
churches.Whenthepaintingbecameautonomousandmobile,theimage
itselfreactedwithadiscourseaboutthisprocesswhichreflexivelycontributed
toaculturalandsocialself-positioning.Theimage,sotospeak,activelycon-
tributed to a theorization of its own function and ontology.

Withmovingimages,wemightbeseeingasimilardevelopmentatthe
moment.Forthelongesttime,theyweretobeseeninspecificspaces
andcircumstanceslikethecinemahallortheywereconnectedtospecific
deviceslikethetelevisionset,whichusedtobealargeandimmobilepiece
of furniture.2Withthemobilizationofthecomputer,withtheproliferationof
hand-helddevicessuchasthesmartphoneandthetablet,withtheubiquity
ofscreensandterminalsinpublicspace,withtheanticipationofholograms
anddataglasses,weliveinadifferentenvironmentcharacterizedbyimages
thatbehaveverydifferentlyfromthestaticarrangementsthatStoichitawas
dealing with. The image has become autonomous and it has proliferated in 
ways that were unthinkable in the twentieth century.

Split Screen in the Cinema
Theuseofsplitscreeninthecinemaismorethanameretechnicalgimmick;
it often shows how new technological developments have shaped our lives. 
Split screens in the cinema have typically been used to illustrate mediality—
thetransmissionofsignalsovertimeandspace.Consequently,thedevice
has been employed to present media innovations that were new at the time. 
Thetelephoneconversation,thelivetransmissionofimagesontelevision,
and later the decentralized direct transfer of data through digital networks 
were key domains for the use of split screen. The cinema—with its aesthetic 
meanslikemise-en-scène,editing,andsounddesign—reflectstheworldwe
inhabit,whichisbynowthoroughlysaturatedwithmedia.Thesplitscreenhas

2 OntheintersectionofinteriordesignandthetelevisionapparatusseeMcCarthy2001
andSpigel2008.
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aspecificgraphicalcompositionthatpredestinesitforthedisplayofmediality.
Itshowstwo(ormore)spacesthatarevisiblydistinct,yetpresentedindirect
proximitywithintheimage.Itthereforemirrorstheparadoxicalconfiguration
so typical of media: (spatial or temporal) distance is overcome through 
technologicalmeans,resultinginvisualand/orauralclosenesswiththesup-
pression of other sense perceptions.

Intheearlyyearsofthecinematograph,allofcinemawasaspecialeffect,
so synthetic images like the split screen were much more common than 
theywouldlaterbecome.Theassumptionthatafilmimagewouldshowa
seamless and navigable space in which human characters took physically 
possibleactionswasnotyettheundisputedstandard,asitwouldbecome
intheclassicalparadigm.Inearlycinema,therefore,filmswouldblend
imaginary with real places and form complex arrangements of overlapping 
andmorphingspaces.Agoodcasetostudytheeffectsofnormalizationis
LoisWeber’sfilmSuspense(US1913),basedonthesamesourcematerialas
D.W.Griffith’sThe Loney Villa(US1910),amelodramaticstoryofahousewife
andhertoddlertrappedintheirhouse,whileaburglarstalksthepremises
and the husband listens in via the telephone. Whereas Weber uses a split 
screentopresentthesituation(fig.1),Griffithoptsforhissignatureparallel
editing.TomGunninghasshownhowGriffithbuildsmoretensionthrough
the simultaneously retarding and accelerating movement of parallel editing 
(Gunning1991).Whileonemightthinkthatthepresentationofsimultaneous
actionsinoneframeatthesametimeismoreeconomical,itisinfactthe
concentrationonspecificaspect,aswellastheaccelerationpossiblethrough
editing that proved to provide the model for decades to come. The split screen 
becameanexceptionthatwasmainlyusedasan“invisibleeffect,”asinA 
Stolen Life(US1948,CurtisBernhardt)orThe Parent Trap (US1961,DavidSwift)
inwhichthemainactressplaysadoublerole,maskedbylinesthataremade
invisible through décor and lighting.

[Figure1]Suspense(US1913,LoisWeber)
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Intheclassicalparadigm,thesplitscreenwentunderground,onlytoreemerge
atthetailendofclassicismincomediesandthrillers.Anumberoffilmsfrom
thelate1950sonwardsshowagreatinnovativeenergyandajoyintryingout
newtechniquesandtechnologies.Atthesametime,theyinvitetheaudience
notjusttomournthesituationorpassivelyleanback,buttheydemon-
stratewaystobecomecreativewithnewmediaconfigurations.Inthelate
classicalperiod,therearefilmsthatsuggestthatthesplitscreenissomething
temporary that needs to be overcome and left behind in favor of a shared 
physical and haptic space. The comedy Pillow Talk (US1959,MichaelGordon)
startsoffwithmanyscenesusingthedevice,butasthefilmgoeson—andthe
couple played by Doris Day and Rock Hudson increasingly occupies the same 
physicalspace—thesplitscreenisusedprogressivelyless.Thelast30minutes
ofthefilmshowthetwoprotagonistsconstantlyinthesameroom,making
thetechniquesuperfluous.Infact,onesceneshowsanimaginarytouch
across the split screen in a kind of literalization of the dividing line between 
thetwoimages—asthefeetareinvisualproximity,theyappeartobetouching
eachotherandreactaccordingly(fig.2),whereasinfactthishapticcontactis
butanepiphenomenonofthevisualconfiguration.

Thisjokeworksonadoublelevel:ontheonehand,thegraphicalcomposition
playswiththefactthatweseethetwospacesasadjacentonthescreen,even
though we know they cannot be so close that their feet could really touch. Our 
perceptualandepistemologicalregistersprocessdifferentlyandtheyremain
intension.Ontheotherhand,itevokestheknowledgeofthespectatorthat
censorship practices did not allow a tame Hollywood mainstream comedy 
toshowthetwo(asofyet,unmarried)protagonistswithoutclothesinthe
samebathtub(Hagener2008).Themindcanprocessthisstructuralambiguity
betweenproximityanddistance,betweenabsenceandpresencethatisthe
hallmark of mediality.

[Figure2]Pillow Talk(US1959,MichaelGordon)
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Modular Aesthetics
Ifthesplitscreendiscussedsofarhasbeenboundupwiththefixed-siteimage
(inthecinema,onthetelevisionset),developmentsincethelatetwentieth
century has put the moving image in motion. Whereas before it was either 
thespectatorsthatmoved(astourists,passengers,attractionvisitors)orthe
imagesthatshowedmovement(seeFriedberg1993),nowbothhavebeenput
into motion. Following Stoichita we could claim that today’s multiplied frames 
withinframescontributetoadiscoursethatreflectsontheproliferation,mini-
aturization,mobilization,andmodularizationofvisuality.

Forroughly20to30yearsthen,wehavecometounderstandimagesas
flexible.Wearenolongeranexternalobserverofimagesthatarewatched
from a distance as in Renaissance one-point perspective. What is typical of 
oursituationisthattheimageisnolongerabsolutelyfixedandstableinits
aestheticcomposition,initsuseandcontext,oreveninitsmannersofcircula-
tion.Imagesarestableneitherintheirformnorintheirlocation;someone
elsemighthaveproducedanimage,butstillwecaninteractwithitinreal
time,modifyitandpassitalong.MikeFiggis’sTimecode(US1999)wasoneof
thefirstfilmstoaddressthesimultaneityandcomplexlayeringofactions
in real time. Today’s images are modular: we can use the text chat while in a 
videoconference,openadditionalwindowsandshowthemtootherswhenwe
shareourscreen,wecanentertextortransformsoundintotext.Childrenare
now used to the fact that images are potentially scalable in every dimension 
(suchasinGoogleMaps);thesplitscreenpresentsasymbolicdimensionof
this modular and interactive nature of images as something we can act on and 
with.

The closest thing that the current aesthetics of videoconferencing resem-
blesisindeedthequintessentialpost-9/11TVseries,24(US2001–2010,Fox),
in which Kiefer Sutherland plays the secret (or renegade) agent Jack Bauer 
who singlehandedly saves our civilization (or rather: the US of A) over and 
overagain.Indeed,ifweabstractfromthereactionarypoliticsoftheseries,
the show turns into a family melodrama of paranoid dimensions in which 
literallyeveryonecanbetrayanyoneelse.Thehystericalstorylinesfindtheir
visual expression in complex split screen arrangements in which everything 
isconnectedwitheverythingelse—bymedia,byemotion,orbydependency
(fig.3).Infact,manyoftheactsofempathyandlove,ofhatredandbetrayal
cannot be disentangled from the media arrangements in which they happen. 
Inthisway,theextensionsofman—touseafamousphrasefromMarshall
McLuhan—arebodyandlanguageasmuchasdatabasesandmobilephones,
gestures and voices as much as networks and infrastructures. As much as we 
usethesetechnologies,theyalsoshapeusandourlives.
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Figure3:24(US2001–10,Fox),season3,episode17

Our monitors and displays are mostly mobile and they are connected to 
camerasandothertrackingdevices,thereforewhatweseecontinually
changes:thingsentertheframeandleaveitagain.Sometimes,themembers
ofavideoconferencewalkthroughtheirflatsandperformmundanetasks,
weseeothermembersofthehouseholdorwespottheirpets.Theoff-
screenspace,thehors-champ,whatnormallystaysoutsideandinvisible
enters the frame more frequently. At the same time some people seem 
tobemeticulouslyplanninghowtheystagetheirsurroundings;themost
frequentexampleduringtheCOVID-19pandemicwastheuseofbackground
photographsinprogramslikeZoom,whichmanypeopleusedasactsofself-
expressionorironiccommentary.Inthisway,thevideoconferencesduringthe
lockdownsandstay-at-homeordersintensifiedatrendinsocialmedia:the
privatebecomesincreasinglypublic,butofteninastagedandcurtailedform.
Videoconferences allow the constant controlling gaze at the self—if the hair is 
right,atwhatanglethechinlooksbest,whatisvisibleinthebackground.This
trend from social media of the careful visual management of the self is put 
into constant display through video calls.

Videoconferences are often rather audioconferences with an addition of 
images;weareaskedtoturnthevideooff,whentheconnectionbecomes
unstableandweturnourmicrophonesoff,whenwearenotspeaking—
sounds are actually the central element of videoconferences and they are 
characterizedbyfeedbackeffectsandacousticinterferences.Doweheara
voiceorjustnoise?Often,wecannotclearlyidentifysounds,aneffectwhich
canbepuzzlingorevenuncanny.Thecinema,bycontrast,usuallycarefully
orchestratesattention:imageandsoundworktogether,reinforceeachother
andcollaborateincomplexwaysinordertomaketheimageaudible,the
soundvisible(Chion2004).Coherentsoundguidesourattention,butincase
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ofbreakdownwereverttothechat,theimagewherewegesticulateoreven
write words on a slip of paper and present them to the camera. 

One thing we can learn from the historical examples of split screen is how 
important sound is in understanding multiple images. In a three-dimen-
sionalroom,wecanlocatetheoriginofasound;inatwo-dimensional
imageweneedsomethingvisualtocueustothesource.Often,videocon-
ference software includes tools that foreground the speaker by showing 
thevideoprominentlyorilluminatingtheframe—sometimeswronglyso,if
one particular space is noisy. The conventionalized reaction is the muting of 
the microphones of the listeners. Speaking in a conversation becomes less 
aspontaneousreactiontosomethingthathasbeensaid,thanacarefully
orchestrated intervention that needs to be planned and performed. The 
spontaneity of real interactions is turned into a scripted situation. To return 
once more to Timecode:thefilminitsinitialreleasehadacarefullyorches-
trated soundtrack which constantly cues the viewer to notice important 
narrativedetailsthatmightotherwisegounnoticed.TheDVDofthefilm
allowstheoptiontoremixthefourdifferentsoundtracksofthecontinuous
90-minutecameratakes.Andafterthereleaseofthefilm,Figgistouredinter-
nationalfilmfestivalsatwhichhewouldpresent“liveremixes”ofthesound-
track like a DJ. 

Ifwesurveytherichhistoryofthesplitscreen,werealizethatwecan—and
should—deal creatively and productively with situations of novelty and con-
straint.Therearecountlesspossibilitiesintheaffordancesandlimitationsof
videoconferences: from absurd theater and romantic comedies all the way to 
thrillersandhorrorfilmswhereparticipantsofacallvanishonebyone.Anew
formmightbethedesktopdocumentary,whichfoundearlyincarnationsin
Noah(CA2013,WalterWoodman/PatrickCederberg)andTransformers Premake 
(US2014,KevinB.Lee).Filmispartofamediaecosysteminwhichwecan
hardlydistinguishinanyclearwaybetweencinema,television,streaming,and
videoconferences.Theseformscontinuallymixandmingle,oftenmergeand
morph in unexpected ways.

Conclusion
Looking back at the longue duréeofmediahistory,thepurportednoveltyof
the videoconference gives way to a more nuanced and complicated picture. 
Many of the observations that are currently being made in relation to video-
conferences—abouttheinteractionbetweendifferentframes,abouttherole
ofsound,aboutprivacyandtheperformanceoftheself—canalreadybe
found in connection with the split screen. Beyond the concrete functionality 
ofvideoconferences,theseimagesdemonstratehowmediatedvisualityhas
transformedintoadomaininwhichimagesarecharacterizedbymodularity,
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relationality,flexibility,andreal-timeinteractivity.Inthisrespect,thetrans-
formationsofmediafromfixedandstabledispositifstomoreflexibleand
openconfigurationsfindanexemplarycaseinthedevelopmentfromsplit
screentothevideoconference.Notonlyinthisrespect,filmhistorystilloffers
a rich and dense history that can be mined in relation to our current media 
environments.
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Pass This On! How to 
Copy the Pandemic with 
Alex Gerbaulet 

Ulrike Bergermann

In May 2020, filmmaker Alex Gerbaulet delivered a 
short film to a festival asking if one could and should 
make films in pandemic times. The answer assembles 
a very special use of various media, and a very special 
choice of quotes, conceiving visuals for a contagion 
through being touched.

 
“Ifanyonespeaks,itgetslight”(Freud2001[1905],223).Thefamousquoteofa
child passed on by Sigmund Freud renders the double meaning of the German 
word both in terms of the opposite of darkness (like in German “hell”)andof
weight(likein“hardtimes,”or“timesofapandemic”).Aslongasthereislight,
wearealive,andtalkingisevenabletoreplacethelight.Thisholdstrueboth
forcinematicprojection,fordigitalscreens,andforwritingandreadingwords.

Comingtogetherinadarkplace,though,isoneoftheattractionsandunique
experiencesafilmfestivalusedtooffer.LarsHenrikGass,directorofthe66th
InternationalShortFilmFestivalOberhausen2020,1 has warned convincingly 

1 Thefestivaltookplaceonlinebetweenthe13thand18thofMay2020,showing350 
films;insteadoftheexpected1,000tickets,2,500weresoldin60countries,andmore
than1,000specialvisitorsfrom70countriesjoinedonlinetoo.Thesymbolicpriceof 
9.99Euroscamewithawinktothestreamingportal’sfees,raising23,000Eurosasa 
donationtothesocialfoundationofVGBild,theassociationfortherightsofcreators 
ofvisualart.Abouthalfoftheaudiencefromthepreviousyearwasconsidered“lost,”
andnewaudiences“came”(overseasviewers,schools,self-organizedgroups,etc.) 
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thatthepraiseofthe“realexperience,”alongwitha(digital)mediapessimism
andabitofelitism,lackscomplexityinaddressingthemulti-layeredtaskof
transferring a festival into an online format.2 Referring to Walter Benjamin’s 
conceptoffilmandthepublic,wheredispersion,notmeltinggiveswaytoa
radicalcollectiveexperience,andtoDeleuze’sattackonbourgeoiscinema,
Gassrejectedacallfor“falseproximity”(2020).

Gasspassedthequestion“Canandshouldwemakefilmsnow?”ontothe
filmmakershehadbeencooperatingwith,andaskedthemforcontributions
made in less than one hour’s time.3Filmmaker Brenda Lien let us know that 
thefeeofferedwas100euros.“Theelevencontributions,”saidGass,“were
‘rewardedwiththefeeusuallypaidinGermanyforapsychotherapeutic
setting,’”observedfilmcriticPhilippStadelmaier:“IntimesofCOVID-19,the
festivalbecomesthepatient,wholetshimselfbecuredbyfilmmakershe
needstocontinueexisting”(2020).Thetransmissionchainoftalking cures and 
filming cures does not break.4WhatisthetalkingmodeofGermanfilmmaker
Alex Gerbaulet?

Hershortfilm,liketheothers,doesnothaveatitleofitsown;thereare
noopeningorendcredits,justanannouncementatthefestival’swebsite,
givingitsownquestioninquotationmarkslikeafilmtitle:“Canandshould
wemakefilmsnow?”(https://vimeo.com/422485870).Gerbaulet’sanswerof
twominutesandtensecondsisquickandbare,featuringwhitelettersona
blacksetting,nosound.Immediately,wefenterintothebeginningofastory,
while we read: “A / picture. / Two girls lay on the bed. / Eyes closed. / Holding 
hands./Fingersfoldedintoeachother./Theirfingertips/tap/messages/on
theback/ofeachother’shands./Speaking/of/everything.”Thewordsblink
liketappingontheeyes.Thescenecanunfoldinthemind,anditrepresents
peoplenotseeingimagesthemselves,buttalkinginthetactilemodeabout

See www.kurzfilmtage.de/enandGass2020.SeealsoNewYorkfilmcuratorJared
Rapfogel’s report on the labor around and the great success of the festival as well 
asthe“bittersweet”viewingexperience,andsomebeautifulfilmreviewsofVika
Kirchenbauer’sorThirzaCuthand’scontributions,amongothers(Rapfogel2020).

2 Gass gives a sensible and nuanced elaboration on the temporal and fragile nature of 
onlinefestivalformats,responsibilitiestowardsthefilmmakers,thefestivalstaff,and
theaudience,aswellasoncollectivelearninganddoing,oronpossibilities(democra-
tizingaccess)andpitfalls(commercialization,lackofliveevents,etc.)(theclimatecrisis
appliestobothsides).HecriticizesthemediapessimisminBachmannetal.2020,Heide
Schlüpmann2020,andothers.

3 ContributerstothisshortfilmslotincludedKorpys/Löffler,JensPecho,FranzMüller,
AndreasReihse/ZazaRusadze,MaxLinzwithhisfilmclassattheUniversityoftheArts
BerlinUdK,JovanaReisinger,KerstinHoneit,KristinaKilian,DietrichBrüggemann,
BrendaLien,andAlexGerbaulet(seehttp://www.alexgerbaulet.de).

4 Othercriticswouldhavepreferredahaltingofthetransmission,likeJonasNestroy,who
perceivedallfilmsassubjectedtothethemeofCOVID-19,butatthesametimewanted
togetawayfromthenever-endingcontaminationofpoliticsandtheartoffilm(Nestroy
2020).
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“everything.”Gerbauletquestionsthemakingofimagesaswellasofsound.5 
Maybethisisahinttotheinvisibilityofthepandemic,toalackofimagery
regardingthevirusortheactofcontagion.Nopictorialmetaphors,nographic
abstractionsofavirus,nochartsofdisseminationtransfersaregivenasa
supplement.Canandshouldwemakefilmsnow?Orjusttaponeachother’s
hands?Butwhatifwegotinfected?ForGerbaulet,“feelingcontagiousisa
fundamentalqueerexperience.”6

“A/code/that/gets/under/the/skin./Contamination/means/pollution,
/butalsocontact./Pollutionthroughcontact,”thefilmcontinues.Thequeer
twist gives the formal experiment a special spin. Reminiscent of vampire 
stories’homoeroticstreak,itslesbianCarmillas,CatherineDeneuveeating
Susan Sarandon in Tony Scott’s lesbian vampire classic The Hunger(UK1983),
or Keanu Reeves getting weak from the bite of Gary Oldman’s brides in Dracula 
(USA1992),thiscontagionisimaginedasonebetweentwogirlslyingonabed.
RelationsbetweentheCOVID-19andtheHIVpandemicsmaybescarce,asthe
firstisnottransmittedsexuallyorthroughshareduseofneedles,didnotstart
withgaymen,etc.,buttopicslikeinvisibility,globality,orthecontestedresearch 
for a cure come to mind. The code gets under the skin and infects somebody 
(whilebeingtouchedincinemaremainsametaphor);sincetheHIVpandemic,
theassociationbetweencontagionandcontaminationorpollutionis,asthey
say,virulent.Injustonestepbetweentextual“shots,”theline“undertheskin”
mutatedfromlovetoillness,likeinNenehCherry’ssongI’ve Got You Under My 
Skin.In1990,thismusicvideosuperimposedthesongtextintypefacenear
thesingeranddenounced,inarapaboutHIVandAIDS,asocietywithout
empathy,stigmatizingcontagionasamarkerofa“falselove.”7

Alex Gerbaulet invites us to join the chain of proliferation. The white letters 
onblackbackgroundremainthesameinsizeandposition,8 shown in mostly 
constantspeed—withtheexceptionofoneline,whichnotonlypointstothe
acousticsideoflanguage,butisagestureoutofthescreenormonitor:“Hello,

5 BrigittaKuster’sshortfilmErase them! The image as it is falling apart into looks(D2012,
8:50min.)alsogivesonlythewrittenwordsofthedemandsofrefugeesoccupyinga
church in Vienna white on black (while we hear their voices) in order to protect the 
protestors—and to problematize visuality as a policing method of European border 
management;Kusterinsertsstillimageswithprintedhandsonwallsasareferenceto
MargueriteDuras’sfilmLes mains négatifs—leavinghumantracesandleavingfinger-
prints as highly ambivalent operations of touch.

6 Personalmessage,June30,2020.
7 Remakesorquotesfromoldermediaalsocouldbeconsideredasapassingonof

somethingcontagious,likethesongentitledI’ve Got You Under My Skin,recordedbyCole
Porterin1936,thentakenupbyEllaFitzgeraldandFrankSinatra.

8 Florian Krautkrämer lists various examples of Schriftfilminexperimentalfilmsandtheir
variousfunctionsofletters,words,andtextualimages,especiallyMichaelSnow’sSo Is 
This(Canada1983,45min.),showingwordswhite-on-black,whichadduptosentences
andencompassmultiplemediareflectiveelements.SeeKrautkrämer2013,229–71,esp.
244f.;seeSchefferetal.2014.
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hello,hello,howlow?”highlightsonewordaftertheotherinpinkinsteadof
white,likeonakaraokemachineplayingNirvana’sSmells Like Teen Spirit,the
famousanthemof19919—arequesttosingthewordsoutloud,echoingthe
call. What kind of contagion would that be—would we be touched by the arbi-
trarycode,thewrittenwords,inaqueermanner,atatimeofsocialdistancing,
while we cannot gather in dark halls like the cinema auditorium or concert 
hallstodiveintomovingimagesorsoundtogether?Touched,ifthestorywas
transmitteddigitallyintosinglecomputersandhouseholds,readandsung
aloud?

Close up.Thefollowingwordsaddressdifferentelementsofthemedium
film,includingthedepictionofascene,stagedirectionsforthecameraman,
andfilmicmaterialities.Thefilmreads:“Closeup./Skin./Ascratch/on/the
cell/u/loit./Self/inflammable/light./Translated/into/onesandzeros.
/Lightning./Acloseupface./Theeyelidsflutter./Red./Red./White.”Even
afterdigitization(fromcelluloidfilmtodigitalnumbers),andwithatongue-
in-cheek allusion to the importance of the acoustic to combine the letters to 
makesense,itisallaboutthevisual,aboutlight.Becausethelines“Red./Red.
/White.”depictanopeningoftheeyesfromtheperspectiveoftheperson
who conceives the light through closed eyelids (maybe it’s blood vessels) as 
redfirst,thenaswhitelightafteropeningtheeyes.“This/is/ascene/from
/afilm/life/dream/film/life/dream,”chantsthenextline,rhythmically
switchingfromclosingtoopening,fromlighttodark,andinbetweenstages
ofconsciousnesslikebeingawake,asleep,orimmersedinafilm.Andthen,at
theveryendatmin.2:05,aradicalchangeofthefilmmodehappens.Forless
thanonesecondeach,threepicturesareinserted,atfirstapartofablack-
and-whitephotograph,enlarged,grainy,probablyshowingapersonseeing
throughalookingglass;thenaphotographofapersoninarumpledbed
(thesiteofdreaming/sleeping/dreaming)huggingapillow,withoutthehead
beingseen;andfinallyaprintedgraphicrepresentationofapersonwithagas
mask and a bottle carrying a nuclear radiation label. The speed and rhythm 
oftheimagesechothespeedandrhythmofthelastthreewords,“film/life/
dream,”sothatwearetemptedtoreadtheimagesincorrespondencetothe
script(like:thefirstbeingafilmstillblownup,likeinMichelangeloAntonioni’s
sequence of black-and-white photos of a hidden deadly threat in Blow up10;
thesecondaphotorealisticpicture,life;thethird,themost“unrealistic,”styl-
ized,butcoloreddream picture). As has been said about the video recorder’s 
impactonfilmanalysisandfilmstudies,itisnowalsogroundbreakingforfilm

9 Thissongalsocontainsthemotifsoflightandcontagion:“Withthelightsout,It ’sless
dangerous/Herewearenow,entertainus/Ifeelstupidandcontagious/Hereweare
now,entertainus.”

10 ... or James Stewart ’s looking glass in Hitchcock’s Rear Window,anothericonofimmo-
bilizedwatchingandpossibleunseendeath,1954...thesplitofasecondopensup
multipleconcatenationsthroughoneflashofapicture.
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receptioninadigitalmannerthatweareabletorewind,tohalt,andtoplay
again,sothatthesetinybitsandpiecescanbecontemplated.

Thesuddenchangeofmediaformatsconjuresupanotherfamousone,
whichwasinGerbaulet’smindfromtheverybeginning:Theopeningwords,
“a/picture,”alreadyalludedtoChrisMarker’sLa Jetée (F1962),becauseits
protagonist was capable of time travel only because he had a picture of the 
desired woman in his mind.11 In between the series of hundreds of black-and-
white photographs that make up La Jetée,forthreesecondsweseeasequence
wherethebelovedwoman,sleeping,lookinglike(in)aphotograph,opensher
eyesandlooksintothecamera,intotheeyesoftheviewer,thusprovingthe
imagetobealwayspotentiallymoving,thelinchpinforMarker’sphilosophy
ofloveandtimein1962.La Jetée did not display writing on or between the 
photographs(thefilmcallsitselfa“photo-roman,”aphoto-novel),narrating
withavoice-overthestoryofafutureloopintime,whereadreamingtime
traveler is sent back before World War III in order to call for help in the future 
afterwards.ButGerbaulet’sshortfilmandLa Jetée do have some motifs in 
common: no moving images try to catch what is invisible (neither a world war 
norapandemic);theloveofawomanisafocalpoint;thestorieshintatthe
relationsoftheindividualandthecollective,maybetohumanityandsurvival,
andtofilmmakingassuch.12

Marker’sfilmoftentimeshasbeenreadasaparableofcinema.Reinhold
Görlingremindedusthatthetimetraveleristhecinemagoer,thatthe
researchersinthefilmactlikecameramen,andthatlikeincinema,the
protagonisthasnoattachmentintime.Languageisalwaysimage,Görling
continueswithregardtoMarker,insofarasthereisnomeaningattached
towordswithoutmemories(Görling2014,99)—andthisholdstruefor
Gerbaulet’sfilmaswell.ButMarker’sfilminsertstagesawakeningand
animation(likeinthehistoryoffilm,where“Bio-Skope”istranslatedas“living
pictures”),whiletheinsertsinatimeofpandemicshowimagesofsleepand
life-threats. The old media analogues between light and animation and life 
givewaytothosebetweenthedigitalcode,videoplatforms,andthepan-
demic.Thevirushasnolifeofitsown,butcopiesitscodeintolivingbeingsin
ordertoreproduce,sothatthehost’scellsareprogrammedtopassonacode
thatwasnottheirs.Inordertoreproduce,thisbeingdoesnotneedtwosexes.

11 Gerbaulet,personalcommunication,June30,2020.
12 Chris Marker called La Jetée a remake of Hitchcock’s Vertigo;andhehadbeenanassis-

tant in Resnais’s Nuit et brouillard(1955),whichcombinedarchivalfootageofNazi
concentrationcampswithcolorfilm...allofwhichopensupnewpathsoftransfers(like
onepicturepassingon“contagions”alongalineoftransmissions).Markerstatedthat
he would have discovered the Cinéma vérité more or less unconsciously when strolling 
throughParisonadayofffromshootingapictureaboutthecolonialwarinAlgeria(a
suppressed,traumaticmemory)andintuitivelyphotographingwhatcametobethe
story of La Jetée.Lipton2008;seealsoHarbord2009.Thefilmisadaydreamofthe
filmmaker.
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Thefirstcenturyofhomosexualityinthemovieshasbeencalled“acentury
of sinema”(Griffiths2006,1).Thereisquiteahistoryofinterlockingqueerlove
anddeath,orof“LethalLesbians:TheCinematicInscriptionofMurderous
Desire,”asB.RubyRichputit(2013,103).Abitlater,inmostcases,theNew
QueerCinemaofthe1980sand1990swasalsoHIV/AIDScinema.Andmore
recently,theconceptoftranscinemahasalsobeenrelatedtolightandlife.
Reflectingnotonlyonthepicturingof(maybequeer)bodies,butevenmoreso
onthefilmmodalityofvisualization,ElizaSteinbockreferstotheanimationof
images and the blackness in between as a connection of life and death:

Ourattachmenttothe(non)humanlifeofafilm—neitherdeadnoralive,
bothdeadandalive,confoundingalleither/or–isms—rupturestheproper
hierarchiesofintimacy.Film’sshimmeringpulses,flickeringfromdark
toimagetodark,deathtolifetodeath,bringustotheaffectivecoreof
ontologicalenquiry.Iffilmoperatesasanapparatusfortheanimationof
thebody,cinemaitselfseemsinverselytobeanimatedbythemorphing
qualitiesofbodies.Fortranssubjectivities,film’schallengetobodily
autonomyandaffectivesovereigntyhasspecialvalence.Theabilityto
animate and become reanimated lies at the heart of transition narratives 
thatfollowatrajectoryofdyingandbeingreborn...(2019,15)

Interestingly,thetopicof“light”changesfromthe“shining,”“reflecting,”or
“projecting”characteristicsformerlyaddressedinfilmwritingto“shimmering
pulses.”Thisisnotaboutthefullimage,abrightorcolorfulscreen,butabout
theeffectsofdifference,agentlestaccato,reminiscentoftherhythmof
fingerstappingacode,favoringthetactilesensesoffingerandeye,(con-
tagious) proximity over (safer) distance. Queer and trans cinema share these 
figureswithfilmfestivalsinpandemictimes.We,theaudienceofthefilm
festival,mightnotbeinthecinematiccavetogether,butweconnectthrough
shimmers,andmaybetouchscreens.Thisdoesnotmakecispeopletrans.Not
“everythingnon-normative”isqueer,andnotevery“transition”equalsatrans
life.Butwhoknows,ifyourvampireisnotwaitingaroundthecorner.Read:
Black.White.Black(fig.1).
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[Figure 1] Filmstill (Source: Alex Gerbaulet, untitled, 2020)
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Opening the Vault: 
Streaming the Film 
Library in the Age of  
Pandemic Content

Jaap Verheul

“Opening the Vault” examines the renewed currency 
of the film library—or a catalog of existing con-
tent—during the COVID-19 pandemic, when the 
production of new motion pictures came to a halt, 
and subscription-based streaming services such as 
Netflix, Disney+, and Mubi unleashed a copyright war 
to obtain the licensing of film titles which they sub-
sequently reissued on their home video platforms. 
In the process, these non-theatrical distributors and 
exhibitors augmented the value of their vaults while 
solidifying their position as principal gatekeepers 
of the circulation of moving images. This chapter 
reorients the study of global screen cultures away 
from the production of new content or its exhibition 
in theatrical screening spaces and toward an under-
standing of the film library as a significant site of our 
engagement with pandemic media.
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For inside him there are spirits, or at least little 

genii, which have seen to it that for a collector—

and I mean a real collector, a collector as he 

ought to be—ownership is the most intimate 

relationship that one can have to objects. Not that 

they come alive in him; it is he who lives in them.  

Walter Benjamin (1968, 67)—“Unpacking My 

Library: A Talk about Book Collecting”

Thefilmlibraryshapesthelivesandafterlivesofmotionpictures,andhas
beendoingsosincethegenesisofmovingimageculture.Between1896and
1923,manufacturersintheUnitedStates,Europe,andtheUnitedKingdom
designed more than twenty portable projectors for non-theatrical screening 
venuessuchashomes,schools,socialclubs,churches,andrailwaystations. 
By1906,theIkonographemulatedthequalityanddesignofprofessional
projectorsintheatricalexhibitionspaces,anditsNewYork-basedman-
ufacturerbegantobuytherightstofilmsfromproducerswhilesubsequently
cuttingthe35mmstockinhalf(i.e.17.5mm)inordertobringdownthecosts.
Indeed,non-theatricalexhibitionremainedaprivilegeforthehappyfewwho
couldaffordtobuytheprojectorandthereels,bothofwhichexceededthe
costofadmissiontoanickelodeonshow.Bytheendofthedecade,mostman-
ufacturers had lost faith in the commercial viability of a commercial market for 
non-theatricalfilmscreenings(Singer1988,37–42).

Asignificantshiftoccurredin1912,whenmultiplemanufacturersenteredthe
home cinema market while developing new projectors that were on par with 
the quality and single-reel-length of features shown in theaters. Four factors 
contributed to this revival. First,thebaseforhomecinemaconsumption
had been expanded by professionalization of commercial exhibition into a 
full-fledgedindustry.Thistransitioncoincided,second,withapredilection
for vertical integration as two leading production companies entered the 
marketforhomeprojection.In1912,Pathédevelopeditsfirsthomecinema
projector,PathéKok,whichranonaunique,non-flammable28mmfilmstock.
Atthesametime,EdisonreleaseditsHomeProjectingKinetoscopeinthe
UnitedStates,introducinga22mmsubstandardgaugefilmtothenon-the-
atrical screening market. A key asset of both systems was their innovative 
distributionsystem,whichmadeiteasierandcheapertocirculatefilms
fromtheircatalogs.Edison,forexample,establishedadistribution-by-mail
exchangeservicethatcirculatedtheKinetoscopefilmsinametalcontainer,
whichtheconsumercouldreturnbymailinexchangeforanotherfilminthe
same category (Singer1988,42–46). Third,businessbuyerslikemotionpicture
exhibitors—thenreferredtoas“exchanges”—begantocementtheirposition
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asgatekeepers,enteringintoagreementswithamateurexhibitorswhorented
theirtitles.Thispracticewasfacilitated,fourth,bytheregulationofpatents
andtheformationofanationaldistributor,theGeneralFilmCompany(GFC),
whichintroducedapricingsystembasedonafilm’sreleasedateandflat
rentalfees.Thislegislativeframeworknecessitatedthestandardizationoffilm
distributionandexhibition,whichinturnenhancedthevalueoffilmnegatives
(Hoyt2014,23–24).

Itisatthispointthatthefilmlibrarybegantoconsolidateitspositionasa
gatekeeperofthecirculationofmovingimages.EricHoyt(2014,11)identifies
fourdevelopmentswhichcontributedtothisevolutionbetween1903and
1915:theintroductionofcopyrightlaws,astarsystem,featurefilms,anddis-
tributionandexhibitioninfrastructures.By1917,theprofitsoffilmdistributors
surpassedthoseofproducerswhilepiratedprintscirculatedwidely,thereby
underminingthevalueoffilmcollections.Studiosandmanufacturerssuchas
theTriangleFilmCorporationaccordinglybegantoinstitutionalizetheirfilm
libraries.Theappealofthesevaultsbroadenedafter1923,whensmall-gauge
filmcollectionswereintroducedinFranceandtheUnitedStates.TheFrench
9.5mmsmall-gaugesystemcalled“Pathé-Baby”faredwellinEuropeand
LatinAmericainthe1920s,aidedbyitscheaper,smaller9.5mmfilmstockon
theonehand,andPathé’sextensivefilmlibraryontheother.CharlesPathé
activelypursuedtheinclusionofwell-knownfilmsinhis“filmathèques,”which
wereavailableforsaleoronarentalbasis,andrangedfromsilentshortsto
animated features such as Félix the Cat(1925–36),popularcomedieswithmovie
starslikeMaxLinderandCharlieChaplin,andEuropeanclassicssuchasFritz
Lang’s Metropolis (1927)(Schneider2007).

IntheUnitedStates,meanwhile,theintroductionofthe16mmgaugein1923
reduced the cost of previous formats while enhancing the portability of both 
thereelsandtheprojector.The16mmgaugeemanatedfromanagreement
betweenthreepioneersinthemotionpictureindustry,whohadestablished
theirreputationasthemanufacturersofcameras,projectors,andfilmstock:
BellandHowell,Victor-Animatograph,andEastmanKodak.Thisconsortium
designed the new gauge as an American response to Pathé’s sway over the 
non-theatricalscreeningmarket,tappingintotheinternationaldistribution
and rental system which Kodak had established for its photography outlets. 
Bythe1930s,thecartelhadinstitutionalizedtheirfilmlibraries:Belland
Howell’sFilmoLibraryandKodak’sKodascopeLibrary,supplementedby
Pathé’sPathéscopeLibraryandarangeofsmalleragencies,createdanetwork
offilmcirculationandexchangeviastand-alonerentalagenciesanddistri-
butionindepartmentstores,drugstores,camerashops,andmail-ordersys-
tems. Their catalogs were comprised of entries produced by companies that 
hadgoneoutofbusiness,ornewfeaturesthathadalreadygonethroughtheir
firstreleasewindow.Meanwhile,HollywoodstudiossuchasUniversal—which,
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unlikethevertically-integratedmajors,didnotownasignificantdistribution
network—firmlyembracedthesesmall-gaugefilmcollectionsinordertosolid-
ifytheirpositiononthemarketforhomemovieentertainment.Asaresult,
bythe1930s,HaideeWasson(2007,21)hasdemonstrated,“thecommercial
filmlibrarywastheimaginedandmaterialstageonwhichthecinematicworld
cametogetherandwasstored,reorganized,andredistributedalongspecific
logicstonewlyatomizedfilmaudiences.”

While it is tempting to understand these shifts exclusively in terms of 
innovationsintechnologyorinfrastructure,Hoytremindsusthatthefilm
libraryalsoflourishedinthewakeoftheemergenceandgrowthofspecific
markets,suchasbusinessbuyerslikemotionpictureexhibitorsand,later,
television stations. It is not so much that these intermediaries tapped into a 
cinephilesensitivityforolderfilms;rather,theexploitationofthefilmlibrary
signifiedaconservativebusinessstrategythatenabledthesedistributorsand
exhibitorstoreissueolderfilmsatafractionofthecostofanewfilm,while
these features were also predictable in their marketability because of their 
provenstarpower,popularity,andartisticmerit.Inotherwords,Hoyt(2014,
6)argues,“Whatconstitutesalibraryusedependsonthesubject’spositionin
themarketplace.Astudiothatownsalibraryconsidersdifferentusesthanan
exhibitorthatisconsideringbuying(or,moreaccurately,renting)filmsfroma
library.”Intheearly1930s,forexample,thefilmlibrarygainedinvalueasstu-
diosbegantoproducederivatives—suchasremakes,shorts,andcartoons—
oftheircopyrightedoriginals,butbythelate1940stheyhadturnedtotheir
vaultstodistributereissuesatarelativelylowcostbuthighprofitmargin.

It is at this moment that the vault emerges as a principal gatekeeper of moving 
imageculture,enablingmanufacturers,productioncompanies,andmovie
studiostoaugmentthevalueoftheirlibraries.Inthe1930s,WarnerBros.
systematicallybegantosurveyitsexistingcollectionofsilentfilmsinorder
toidentifythosetitleswithlimitedreissuevalue,andtoextractstockfootage
fromthosefilmswhichitcouldmonetizeinthefuture.Thesurplusofremain-
ing silent footage was intentionally destroyed. Copyright anxiety was a key 
driverfordoingso,asWarnerannihilatedthesilentfilmsitcompletelyowned
whilesavingthefilmsfromindependentproducerstowhichitwasnolonger
entitled.Copyrightintheageoffilm(andlater,video)carefullycoordinated
therelationshipbetweenpublicinterestandprivateproperty,safeguarding
the owner’s right to exploit the work while granting the public access to these 
commodities(Hilderbrand2009,80).Thestandardizationofsoundfilminthe
1930sencouragedWarnerinitspursuitofsuchplannedobsolescence(Hediger
2005,138).Aswithtelevisioninthe1950s,VHSinthe1980s,DVDinthe1990s,
Blu-rayinthe2000s,andVideoonDemandinthe2010s,suchaneconomy
ofscarcityallowedcontentproducers,asCaetlinBenson-Allott(2013,7)
contends,“toincreaseprofitsbymultiplyingexhibitionplatforms”while



  Opening the Vault 55

animating them “to develop and cater to new media platforms even while ven-
eratingoldertechnologies.”Akintothefirstdecadesofmovingimageculture,
however,filmstudios,movietheaters,andstreamingplatformsremainatthe
service of the production of desirable new content in order to maintain if not 
augment the market value of their existing collections and staying competitive 
by doing so. Reminiscent of the block booking practices in the age of vertical 
integration,digitalcontentproducersstillacquiremostoftheirrevenuefrom
the sales of packages (mostly for television) and thus require fresh commod-
itiesinordertostimulatethosesales(Hoyt2014,12–13,196).

What,then,happenstocontentwhenitisstoredinavaultinthemidstofa
pandemic? At a time when the production of new motion pictures has come to 
ahalt,wemightcontend,firstly,thatafilmlibraryincreasesinmarketvalue
and,secondly,thatthisaddedvaluecementsthepositionofthegatekeeper
who circulates this archived content between producers and audiences. For 
contentproducerssuchasmoviestudios,thefilmlibraryhashistoricallybeen
comprisedofacatalogoffilmsthathavealreadygonethroughtheirfirstcycle
ofdistributionandexhibition,usuallyasanexclusivereleaseintheatersoron
homevideo,videoondemand,paytelevision,orsyndicatedtelevision—or,
increasingly,acombinationoftwoormoreofthesereleasewindows.Forthe
usersofthiscontent,meanwhile,thefilmlibrarytraditionallyoperatesasa
personal archive which remodels the audience into a collector who is at liberty 
tocuratetheirowncatalog.Atbothendsofthis“flow”(Williams2003,77–120),
home videoplatformsareincreasinglyadjustingtheirfilmlibrariestothe
operativelogicofthevault,transformingstreamingservicesintogatekeepers
whoregulatetherelationshipbetweenproducers,texts,andusers.

The Corona crisis brought these shifts to the fore. For movie studios whose 
distributionnetworkdoesnotyetincludeahomevideoplatform,suchas
WarnerBros.,Universal,orParamount,thepandemicrestorestheircontrol
over the circulation of vaulted content to levels unseen since the heyday of 
verticalintegration.Ontheotherhand,forhomedeliveryplatformssuchas
NetflixorMubi,whodonothavemuchofavaulttoguardorwhohaveonly
recentlystartedtoproducetheirownfeatures,itbecomesimperativeto
license existing content from these vaults in order to maintain the currency 
oftheirown,subscription-basedcatalogs—usuallyacuratedlibrarywhich,
forthetimebeing,cannotbeamplifiedbytheproductionofnewcontent.In
thismedialandscape,theconvergenceofthevault,contentproducer,and
platformdistributorgainscurrency.ThelaunchofDisney+inNovember2019
atteststothisheightenedsignificance.

TheCOVID-19pandemicexpeditedthismodusoperandi.InMarch2020,when
theproductionofnewfilmandtelevisioncontentwashaltedinthewakeof
thevirus’sglobalspread,filmstudios,videoplatforms,andcontentproducers
suchasNetflix,Amazon,Apple,andDisneyfacedaconundrum.Ontheone
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hand,theysoughttomaintaintheircompetitivestandingbypostponingthe
theatricalreleaseofnewfeaturestoapost-viralfuture,aswasthecasewith
thetwenty-fifthJamesBondfilm,No Time to Die(CaryJojiFukunaga,2020).On
theotherhand,thesecompaniesbecamethekeyprovidersofnewcontent
byreleasingsomeoftheirnewfilmsexclusivelyandinstantaneouslyontheir
streamingplatforms,asevincedbythereleaseofSpikeLee’sDa 5 Bloods 
(2020),aNetflixoriginalwhich,akintoMartinScorsese’sThe Irishman(2019),
was scheduled to have a limited run in theaters before being dropped on the 
videoplatform(Smits2020).

Atthesametime,however,thefilmlibraryhassolidifieditsstandinginthis
pandemic media landscape. With a business model that thrives on the stream-
ingofarchivedcontentfromthevault(Crisp2015,62–67)and,aswehaveseen,
ontheproductionofnew,exclusivecontentinordertomaintainthemarket
valueofthatarchive,companieswerecompelledtoextractthecollections
fromtheirvaults,andtounleashacopyrightwartoobtainthelicensingof
existingfilmandtelevisioncontentinordertoaugmentcompetitivestanding
oftheirlibraries.InApril2020,attheheightofthepandemic,Netflixaccord-
inglyteamed-upwiththeFrenchdistributorMK2andlicensedpartofits
catalogfortheFrenchmarket,therebyofferingitssubscribersaccesstosuch
classicsasFrançoisTruffaut’sLes quatre cents coups(1959)andJacquesDemy’s
Les parapluies de Cherbourg(1964).Disney,meanwhile,declaredthatitsvault
hadnowbeen“opened”inanattempttopromoteitsnew,subscription-based
videoplatformDisney+,awardingitssubscriberswithaccesstoadelugeof
titles which had been buried in its archive for decades. 

Indeed,itwasDisneywhofirstunderstoodthestrategicimportanceofthe
vault in an increasingly converged and conglomerated media landscape in 
whichcontentwouldmigrateacrosstechnologies,platforms,formats,circuits,
and borders. Since the re-release of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs(1937)in
1944,Disneybegantostoreitsfilmsinavault—theinfamous“DisneyVault”—
andwould,foramoratoriumperiod,notmakethemavailableagainineither
movie theaters or on home media delivery circuits—a practice it maintained 
duringtheheydayofVHSinthe1980sandDVDinthe2000s.Theideawas
that this economy of scarcity would augment the market value of the Disney 
library while enabling the media behemoth to strictly regulate the circulation 
of its catalog on legal or illegal distribution circuits. The arrival of Disney+ in 
themidstofapandemic,inotherwords,seeminglyretiredtheconceptofthe
vault because it strengthened the competitive standing of the home video 
platform in the streaming wars while granting Disney even greater control 
over the distribution and exhibition of its collection. Some of its more contro-
versialanimatedfeatures,however,suchastheblatantlyracistSongs From the 
South(1946),remainburiedinitsvaultindefinitelyinthehopethattheywill
eventually be forgotten.
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Thefilmlibrary,then,reorientsourunderstandingofpandemicmediaaway
from the production studio or the movie theater and toward a conceptualiza-
tionofthevaultasasignificantsiteofourengagementwithpandemicscreen
cultures.Nowameticulouslyguardedifnolongeramaterialvault,thefilm
libraryhasbecomeagatekeeperwhichgovernsthelivesandafterlivesoffilm.
Inthisclosedcircuit,thepublic’saccesstothevault—orthelackthereof—is
translatedintoeconomicandculturalcurrency.Ineconomicterms,subscrip-
tion-basedvideoplatformssuchasNetflixrelyontheshrewddesignoftheir
interface in order to create an illusion of choice and textual abundance in what 
ultimatelyremainsafinitecatalog.Inotherwords,asRamonLobato(2019,
37)elucidates,thehomevideoplatformis“closed,library-like,professional;
aportalratherthanaplatform;awalledgardenratherthananopenmarket-
place.”Suchabusinessmodelthrivesinpandemictimes,whenthescarcityof
contentissimultaneouslyprogrammedandinadvertent.Indeed,duringthe
COVID-19lockdown,Netflixemergedasachiefbeneficiaryofthepandemic,
attractingmillionsofnewsubscribersworldwideasanunprecedented15.8
millionnewconnectionswereaddedtoitsexistinguser-base.Meanwhile,the
valueofitssharesskyrocketedbyalmost40percent,revampingthestreaming
serviceintooneofthehighperformingtech-stocksof2020.

Ifthevaultgeneratesprofit,italsogovernsourculturalandaffectiveengage-
mentwithpandemicmedia.Thisisinitselfnothingnew.If,asWalterBenjamin
(1968,67)alreadynoted,librariesshapeoursubjectivity,thestreamingofthe
fimlibraryinpandemictimessimilarlytopplesourliaisonwithfilm.Atthe
levelofnationhood,geoblockingprotocolsensurethatdigitalcontentpro-
vidersoperatemostlyas“territorialcatalogsystems”(Lobato2019,179).In
spiteofthepretensethatvideoplatformssuchasNetflixorAmazonprovide
instantandabsoluteaccesstotheirsubscribersinallfourhemispheres,IP
(internetprotocol)addressesnonethelessrestricttheinfinityofthevaultby
geographical location and thus control which titles users may have access to. 
Netflix’s“relianceonterritorialcopyrightlicensing,”Lobato(2019,70)elu-
cidates,“meansthatitmaybebestunderstoodasaseriesofnationalmedia
servicesstitchedtogetherintoasingleplatform.”

Inthisgeoblockedscreenworld,thepandemicvaultmonitors our cinephilia. 
Theadventofthedigitizedlibraryinthetwenty-firstcenturyfacilitatedthe
gradualerosionofthepersonal,domesticarchivewhichhaddemarcatedthe
firsthundredyearsofmovingimageculture.AsErkkiHuhtamo(2013,50–51)
notes,pre-cinematicprojectionandopticaltoys,suchastheThaumatrope
(1824)andthePhenakistoscope(1833),werealreadyavailableforpurchase
intheearlynineteenthcentury,engenderingaproto-cinephileculturethat
introduceda“persistenceofvision”whichwouldcometodefineacenturyof
celluloid,magnetic,anddigitalcinephilia.Thismaterialeconomyofcinephilia
lingeredwellintotheeraofVHSandDVD,whenhomevideoformatsenabled
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thefilmlibrarytorealizeitsdemocratic potential (Greenberg2010;Klinger
2006),and“aspecifictopologyandmaterialitywouldsupportanddetermine
cinephilepractices”(Hagener2016,184).Thedigitalvault,incontrast,dema-
terializesouraffectivecinephiliawhileerodingitsdemocraticpotentialinthe
process.AsevincedbytheCOVID-19lockdown,itisthepandemiccontentpro-
viderwhodetermineswhatweareabletowatch,whenweareabletodoso,
andatwhatcost.Pandemiccinephiliathusmarksamodalityofsignaltraffic
thatflowsthroughinterfaces,algorithms,protocols,formats,technologies,
and infrastructures. Subscription-based video platforms such as MUBI or Net-
flixnowoperateasgatekeepersofaccessandcuratorsoftaste,circumventing
the principles of excessive user-choice and consumer autonomy which these 
streamingservicesselltotheiruser-base.Intheprocess,thehomevideo
platformconsolidatesits“binaryroleastastemakerandeducator”(Smitsand
Nikdel2019,29).

Indeed,thepandemicfilmlibraryhasbeguntomoldtheuniversityinitsown
image. At a time when higher education is under pressure to evolve into a 
dislocated and disembodied protocol in which learning occurs online and at 
distance,lecturersandstudentsareatthemercyoftheoperativelogicofthe
vault. While in-class screenings become ephemeral as social distancing can 
nolongerbemaintained,theteachingoffilmwillbeorganizedintermsof
whatwillbeavailableforstreamingonline.AsLucasHilderbrand(2009,231)
remindsus,however,such“convergenceusuallymeanscontentredundancy
acrossplatforms,”whichwillhaveprofoundimplicationsforhowourped-
agogy will engage with global screen cultures. What will remain in our curric-
ula?Hollywoodfare?Cheapcontent—the“fillers”—thathasbeenlicensedto
promotethereleaseofNetflixoriginalsorDisneyclassics?Amuch-needed
activistalternativeisprovidedbyLeshuTorchin(2020)andtheCentrefor
Screen Cultures at the University of St Andrews. In the wake of the worldwide 
closuresofcinemas,festivals,galleries,andcollectives,theCentrecuratesan
online collection of video resources that connects the audience-in-lockdown 
toindependentfilms,documentaries,andavant-gardeworkswhichhaveman-
agedtoescapetheall-consumingvortexofthevault.Perhaps,then,itisupto
themediascholartopreserve,study,deconstruct,and shape our pandemic 
screenculturesofthetwenty-firstcentury.
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Pivoting in Times of  
the Coronavirus

Felix M. Simon

Despite the disruption the coronavirus pandemic 
has caused in academia, research has not ground 
to a halt. On the contrary, the early months of the 
pandemic saw a real boost in productivity in many 
scientific fields, with many researchers starting to 
work on COVID-related projects. This essay addresses 
this “pivot to COVID” in the fields of journalism and 
communication studies. Interrogating potential 
reasons for this shift to coronavirus-related research, 
it identifies four concurrent push and pull factors that 
co-determine how research agendas are being set in 
these fields. It ends by outlining some of the potential 
implications of such a pivot for the quality and long-
term direction of research in journalism and com-
munication scholarship.

 
“Historyneverwaitsforustogetready”writesFrenchauthorLaurentGaudé
inhispoem-cum-essay“OurEurope:BanquetofNations.” Ofcourse,thisisa
truism—profoundly meaningful and banal at the same time. Most quotations 
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lifted from texts of famous authors and intellectuals are. But thinking of the 
COVID-19pandemicitishardtoarguethatGaudédoesnothaveapoint.
Thistime,historyreallydidnotwaitforustogetready.Injustafewshort
months,aviruslisteningtothecharmingnameSARS-CoV-2hasunleashed
an international public health crisis and brought along economic and political 
upheaval unlike anything most of us have seen in our lifetimes. States around 
the world in quick succession introduced measures that most of us would 
have deemed draconian just half a year ago. Some of us still think that way 
even though a majority has—at times grudgingly—come to accept their 
necessity. When and how (let alone if) all of these will be rolled back probably 
exceedstheimaginationofeventhosewhointroducedtheminthefirstplace.
Ultimately,toclaimthatmostofus“gotready”intimeforwhatawaitedus
alsofliesinthefaceofentiregovernmentsandsocieties(withsomenotable
exceptions)simplywingingtheirresponsetothesituation.Somestilldoso,
against better judgment.

Justasthecoronavirushasdisruptedtheworldasweknewit,mercilessly
layingbareitsfragility,thepandemichasalsowroughthavocontheacademe.
Inmyowncase,itnotonlyforcedmetotemporarilyleavebehindthecurrent
epicentreofmyacademiclife,ithasalsoprofoundlyrattledthefieldsIwork
in. And while there are more aspects to this than I can cover within the scope 
ofthisessay,oneofthem—whatIhavecometocallthe“pivottoCOVID”—is
worthbrieflyreflectinguponatthiscriticalinflectionpoint.Why?Well,for
onebecausethatisessentiallywhatwegetpaidforasacademics.Reflecting
onthingsisinessencethecoreofourjob.Second,becausethinkingabout
this particular development can be food for thought when it comes to the 
dynamicsgoverningourresearchandfieldsofstudybefore—andinall
likelihood beyond—the COVID era.

Thoughts on Pivoting 
WhatdoImeanby“pivottoCOVID”?Inanutshell,itservestodescribethe
waysinwhichmyfield—bestsummarisedasjournalismandcommunication
studies in the social science tradition—has adapted to the pandemic in terms 
of what it researches and the questions it asks. Following the outbreak and 
thesubsequentlockdownmeasuresincountriesoutsideofChina,manycom-
municationscholarshavetriedtoretrofittheirresearchagendatoCOVID-19
(Cornwall2020).Iwould,bynomeans,excludemyselfhere.Butwhyisthatso?
Whyare“we”pivoting?1 And how should one judge this development? 

1 Itshouldbenotedthatby“we,”“our,”or“ourfield”Ibroadlyreferheretothefields
of journalism and communication studies in the social science tradition of which I am 
apart,withanemphasisontheUS,theUK,andthewiderEnglish-speakingworld(as
opposedtothe“relatives”ofthesefieldsinothercountries,forinstanceinGermany,
whooftenapproachthesesubjectsfromahumanities,orculturalstudiesperspective).
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Letusstartwiththepersonal,individualreasons.Scholarsarehumanstoo—
with the same set of emotions as everyone else. Speaking from personal 
experienceandthatoffriendsandcolleagues,therushtostartworkingon
COVID-relatedprojectscanatleastpartiallybedescribedasacopingstrategy,
an attempt to mentally process a deeply traumatic event through one’s work. 
While doctors save lives in hospitals and medical experts work on ways to get 
ahandleonthepandemic,includingfindingavaccine,itisalsoeasy—andthis
was the case especially in the early days of the pandemic—to feel useless and 
powerlessasanacademicwhoisnotinvolvedintheseefforts.WhileIamnot
saying that such personal crises generally should be solved through (more) 
work,forsomeitisaneffectiveremedy.2Theexpression“workingthingsout”
exists for a reason. 

A second personal motivation can be found in what might best be described 
asanactivistimpetus.Awareofthecumulativeeffectsofthepandemic,
particularlyinunstable,unjust,orunequalsocio-economicandpolitical
structures(arguablytheseattributesoftenintersect),someacademicsfound
themselves compelled to think about the pandemic as part of larger social and 
politicalcrises(Neff2020),someofthempivotingtoCOVID-relatedworkoutof
a sense of urgency and emergency in order to call attention to the pandemic’s 
role as a catalyst for long-standing structural problems.

Yet,IwouldsubmitthatthecurrentrushinpivotingtoCorona-related
research,especiallyinUSandUK-centricjournalismandcommunications
research,ismainlytheresultofseveralconcurrentpushandpullfactorsthat
largelydeterminehowweoperateasfields.BypushfactorsIreferheretothe
internaldynamicsofourfields:thenormsand(in)formallogicswehavesome
controloverandwhichcharacteriseourwork.Pullfactors,ontheotherhand,
areexternaldynamics:thedemandsandinterestsofthemedia,policymakers,
funders,andthepublicatlarge,whichwecannotcontrolbutwhichtoa
certainextentshapeourwork—forgoodandforill(Nielsen2020).Sowhatare
some of these?

Thefirst(push)factoris,Iwouldargue,alegitimateclaimofexpertise.Some
of the conundrums and social phenomena thrown into sharp relief by the 
pandemic—e.g.people’strustinthemedia(Nielsenetal.2020),howinfor-
mationflowsaffectbehaviour,falseinformation(Brennenetal.2020),orthe
affordancesofvirtualenvironments—yieldthemselvesquitewelltotopics

2 Infact,thereareseveralinherentrisksandproblemsinsuchanapproachwhichshould
notgounacknowledged,inparticulartherisktoone’smentalhealth.Inaddition,such
behaviour is part and parcel of a system which incentivises but seldom rewards over-
timeworkandunequallydistributesopportunities.Toputitdifferently:Noteveryone
currently has the luxury to drop everything and get started on new projects. Rather than 
rushingtothekeyboards,wewouldbewell-advisedtotakethismomentasanoppor-
tunity to think about and change some of the structural problems academia undeniably 
has.
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and questions scholars from the humanities and social sciences interested in 
communicationhavebeenstudyingfordecades.Hence,itisonlynaturalthat
we would take an interest in them and have something to say about them (and 
feel an urge to do so).

Second,andfollowingfromthefirstpoint,isthatmanyscholarsseemtosee
thepandemicasanopportunityfor(post-hoc)legitimisation,achanceto
prove one’s discipline’s value vis-à-vis other disciplines and areas of research. 
While we have studied many of the abovementioned phenomena in great 
depth,thishasnotalwaystranslatedintogreater(external)recognitionof
ourexpertiseintheseareas(Nielsen2020;Lewis2020).Oneonlyneedsto
consult a handful of the many essays and op-eds that are currently being 
publishedaroundCOVID-19onsomeofthetopicsthatfallwithinourareaof
worktofindthatalotofthemseemtocarelittleforwhatweasacommunity
ofscholarsknow—andiftheycare,thenoftenwithatoostrongemphasison
sometopicsattheexpenseofothers.Itisoften“sexier”toreportonbots,the
so-called“infodemic,”orpropagandathanitis,forinstance,tothinkaboutthe
long-termimplicationsoftrust,thecommunicationstrategiesandnarratives
wovenaroundthepandemic,andthelong-termstructuraldamageCOVID-19
isinflictingonthebusinessofthenews(tonamejustafew).

A third factor is arguably a hybrid between push and pull. As Ruth Falkenberg 
contends,modernacademiaissuffusedwithanepistemiccapitalistlogicof
neoliberalvaluationschemes(seealsoHicksetal.2015) where researchers are 
“drilledtobecomerapidresponseexperts”andforcedto“followthemoney
whilesacrificinglong-termepistemicagendastotheneedsofshort-term
productivity”(Fochler2016;Falkenberg2020).WhileIslightlydisagreewith
Falkenberg’salltoobleakassessmentofthesituation,especiallyregardingthe
sacrificeoflong-termagendas,shemakesacriticalpointthathasbecomevis-
ible in the pace with which some scholars have turned on the spot to address 
the pandemic. 

A fourth—and closely linked to the third—pull factor is the demand from 
funders,policymakers,themedia,andthepublicforanswersandmore
informationonphenomenarelatingtothepandemic.Especiallyinthefirst
weeksaftertheoutbreak,theavailableknowledgeaboutitscharacter-
isticsandeffectswasasthinasthecaramelcrustonacrèmebrûlée.And
wherethereisdemand,therewillalwaysbepeoplewhowilltrytomeetit.It
is not an exaggeration to say that demand for information has been over-
whelming(Fletcheretal.2020),notleastevidencedbythestaggeringrisein
viewer and readership numbers witnessed by many outlets in the early days. 
Similarly,manyresearchers,atleastintheUK,havebeeninundatedwith
money,withfundingannouncementsforCOVID-19relatedresearchflooding
people’sinboxesinthedaysandweeksfollowingthefirstlockdown.Likewise,
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researchersworkingonareasrelatedtothetopichavebeeninhigh-demand,
with some of them reaching superstar status within weeks. 

Ground Gives, Capstones Shift
Ofcourse,thislistisfarfromexhaustive,butallthisbegsasecondquestion:
Isallthispivotingagoodorabadthing?Theanswer,Isuggest,liesinthepast.

Inaway,wehaveallbeenherebefore.Thelastmajordisruptiontothefields
of journalism and communication research in recent years has arguably 
beentheBrexitreferendum,followedbytheelectionofDonaldTrumpand
the concomitant rise of right-wing populism in various parts of the world. In 
thewakeofthese,aflurryofactivityensuedandscholarsofallbackgrounds
and research traditions rushed to the case. Everyone suddenly seemed to be 
workingonso-called“fakenews”(NielsenandGraves2017),thedarkartsof
thesupposedlyall-powerfulpoliticaldataanalyticsindustry(Simon2019),or
nefariousbotsandotherinfluencecampaigns(Karpf2019).Grantapplications
werere-written,newgrantsannounced,researchagendasre-defined,
expertisefromothercontextsappliedtothenewparadigm,andsoon.Ina
word:Thefieldspivoted.

The motivations of scholars at the time to jump on the bandwagon were eerily 
similar to what we see playing out in front of our eyes at this very moment. For 
some,itwasawaytocopewitheventsthatmorethanahandfulofusexperi-
encedasdeeplydisturbing.Somewerewell-meaningandwantedtohelp,
or hoped to achieve change. For others it was the promise of funding and/or 
fame and the felt necessity to pursue these lines of research to survive in a 
hyper-competitive,neo-liberalisedacademicmarket.Thegroupdynamicsand
peerpressurewerethere,too:everyoneelseseemedtobedoingit.Andsome
truly wanted to understand what was happening and create new knowledge 
intheprocess.Inmanycases,itwasamixofallthese.Icouldgoon,butagain,
the scope of this essay is limited. 

Thisisnottosaythattheresearchresultingfromtheseefforts—orresearch
resultingfromsimilar“pivots”morebroadly—hasbeenbadorlowinquality
across the board. Some of it has been excellent. A lot of it fell somewhere in 
between.Unfortunately,someofithasbeenpoorandlackingnuance(and
onecouldprobablymakeaclaimthatthisisoftenwhatgainedwidertraction),
withtheconceptualworkfocusingonasupposed“infodemic”—definedby
the WHO as an over-abundance of information that makes it hard for people 
tofindtrustworthysourcesandreliableguidance—providingapertinent
example.Researchaddressingthis“concept”hasexplodedinrecentmonths
(SimonandCamargo2020).Whiledrawinganalogiestoepidemiologywhenit
comestotheexistenceandspreadof(mis)informationmightbeintuitive,itis
also misleading and fundamentally misunderstands how information is being 
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produced,shared,andconsumedinmodern,high-choicemediaenviron-
ments. Describing the complex communicative phenomena around the 
COVID-19pandemicasan“infodemic”orcallingfortheestablishmentofanew
fieldof“infodemiology”ismerelygivingnewnamestosomethingwehave
othernamesfor,withoutaddingadditionalexplanatorypower.

Ultimately,thequestionremainsifthecurrentpivottoCorona-related
researchinthebroadfieldsofjournalism,media,andcommunicationis
something to cherish or to curse. As with most things in life the answer prob-
ablyliessomewhereinthemiddle.Thesefieldsareshapedbymacro-trends
whichcageus(Schroeder,2018),butwithinthatmetaphoricalcagewehavea
surprisingamountofflexibilitytorunafterthelatestfad.Toputitdifferently,
trends come and go but some underlying topics and questions remain 
broadly the same and will continue to matter in the future. As journalism 
scholarSethLewishasarguedelsewhere,ifhistoryisanyguide,“nomatter
howdisruptivethispandemicprovestobe,therewillbemanyenduring
tensionsandtendenciesthatmattergreatly”(Lewis2020).Fromthispointof
view,therushtoCorona-relatedresearchisjustanothertrendthatwillrise,
peak,andsubside(hopefullylikethevirus)—atleastinthegrandschemeof
things.Undoubtedly,itwillcreateacademic“losers”and“winners”alongthe
way (most likely at greater speed than usual) and crowd out other topics and 
agendasforsometime,beforeinterestandattentionwillinevitablyfadeand
move on. With any luck and with science in general under more public scrutiny 
thanusual,itmightalsopushthesefieldstowardsmoreopenandrigorous
researchpractices,assomehavedemandedforalongtime.Butatleastfor
now,therushtoanddemandforCorona-relatedresearchisheretostay,with
allitspositiveandnegativeeffects.

“Capstonesshift,nothingresettlesright”writesSeamusHeaneyin“Anything
CanHappen”.I’msympathetictoHeaney’ssentimentinthispoem,butIam
notquitesureifIagreewithhim.Yes,nothingresettlesright,rightaway.But
eventually it will.

References

Brennen,J.Scott,etal.2020.“Types, Sources, and Claims of COVID-19 Misinformation.”Reuters
InstitutefortheStudyofJournalism,April7.AccessedJuly20,2020.https://reutersinstitute.
politics.ox.ac.uk/types-sources-and-claims-covid-19-misinformation.

Cornwall,Warren.2020.“SocialScientistsScrambletoStudyPandemic,inRealTime.”Science 
Magazine, AAAS,April8.AccessedJuly20,2020.https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/04/
social-scientists-scramble-study-pandemic-real-time.

Falkenberg,Ruth.2020.“BeingProductiveinTimesofCrisis,MakingtheCrisisProductive?!” STS 
Blog,April1.AccessedJuly20,2020.https://blog.sts.univie.ac.at/2020/04/01/being- 
productive-in-times-of-crisis-making-the-crisis-productive/. 

Fletcher,Richard,etal.2020.“InformationInequalityintheUKCoronavirusCommunications
Crisis.”Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism,July23.Accessed20Oct.2020. 
 

https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/types-sources-and-claims-covid-19-misinformation
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/04/social-scientists-scramble-study-pandemic-real-time


Pivoting in Times of the Coronavirus 67

https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/information-inequality-uk-coronavirus- 
communications-crisis.

Fochler,Maximilian.2016.“VariantsofEpistemicCapitalism:KnowledgeProductionandthe
AccumulationofWorthinCommercialBiotechnologyandtheAcademicLifeSciences.”
Science, Technology, & Human Values41(5):922–48.doi:10.1177/0162243916652224.

Hicks,Diana,etal.2015.“Bibliometrics:TheLeidenManifestoforResearchMetrics.”Nature 520
(7548):429–31.doi:10.1038/520429a.

Karpf,David.2019.“OnDigitalDisinformationandDemocraticMyths.”MediaWell, Social 
Science Research Council,December10.AccessedJuly20,2020.https://mediawell.ssrc.org/
expert-reflections/on-digital-disinformation-and-democratic-myths/.

Lewis,SethC.2020.“TheObjectsandObjectivesofJournalismResearchDuringtheCoronavirus
PandemicandBeyond.”Digital Journalism8(5):681–89.doi:10.1080/21670811.2020.1773292.

Neff,Gina.2020.“ToFightthisPandemicWeMustUseStories.”Twitter,April30,3:14p.m.
AccessedJuly21,2020.https://twitter.com/ginasue/status/1255847973797462016?s=20.

Nielsen,RasmusKleis,andLucasGraves.2017.“News You Don’t Believe”: Audience 
Perspectives on Fake News.ReutersInstitutefortheStudyofJournalism,October.
AccessedJuly20,2020.https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/our-research/
news-you-dont-believe-audience-perspectives-fake-news.

Nielsen,RasmusKleis,etal.2020.“Navigatingthe‘Infodemic’:HowPeopleinSixCountries
AccessandRateNewsandInformationaboutCoronavirus.”Reuters Institute for the Study  
of Journalism,April15.Accessed20Jul.2020.https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/ 
infodemic-how-people-six-countries-access-and-rate-news-and-information-about-
coronavirus.

Nielsen,RasmusKleis.2020.“CommunicationsResearchHasaLottoOfferduringthe
CoronavirusCrisis.ButAreWeOfferingIt?”rasmuskleisnielsen.net,May22.AccessedJuly20,
2020.https://rasmuskleisnielsen.net/2020/05/22/communications-research-has-a-lot-to-
offer-during-the-coronavirus-crisis-but-are-we-offering-it/.

Schroeder,Ralph.2018.Social Theory After the Internet: Media, Technology, and Globalization. 
London: UCL Press.

Simon,FelixM.2019.“‘WePowerDemocracy’:ExploringthePromisesofthePoliticalData
AnalyticsIndustry.”The Information Society53(3):1–13.doi:10.1080/01972243.2019.1582570.

Simon,FelixM.,andChicoQ.Camargo.2020.“AreWeReallyLivinginanInfodemic?Criticisinga
Buzzword.”WorkingPaper.

https://mediawell.ssrc.org/expert-reflections/on-digital-disinformation-and-democratic-myths/
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/our-research/news-you-dont-believe-audience-perspectives-fake-news
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/infodemic-how-people-six-countries-access-and-rate-news-and-information-about-coronavirus


  NOSTALGIA  

  DRIVE-IN  

  MOVIES  

  AUDIENCE  



[ 6 ]

“If You Say You Watch 
the Movie, You’re a 
Couple o’ Liars”: In 
Search of the Missing 
Audience at the Drive-In

Karin Fleck

This short piece deals with the 2020 resurgence of the 
marginal dispositif of drive-in theaters by focusing 
on the (dis)placement of the audience, nostalgia, 
and its modes of movie and music experience, which 
anticipates that of pandemic media. 

Jenny was sweet. Show a smile for the people she 

needs. I’m trouble, let’s drive. I don’t know the 

way you came alive. 

Sniff ‘n’ the Tears

OnMay12,2020,GermancomedianandmusicianHelgeSchneiderreleaseda
short video message for his fans:

Inthenearfuture,Iwon’tbeabletoperform.Iwouldthusliketoclarify
thatIdon’tperforminfrontofcars,Idon’tperforminfrontofpeople
whohavetosit1.5mapartfromeachotherandwearafacemaskandI
alsodon’tperformontheinternetviastreamingprograms.Tobehonest,
I also don’t want to familiarize myself with that because in streaming ser-
vices,acrucialpartofmyworkismissing,whichisyou!Ifthingscontinue
astheyare,that’sit.(2020)
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HelgeSchneidermisseshisaudience,butwhathestatesactuallyreferstoa
liveaudienceataconcertvenue,neglectingthefactthatwithinamonthhis
videomessagehadalreadyclockedupalmost800,000views.Theaudience
had shifted elsewhere a long time ago but Helge refused to follow.1 His 
nostalgia is clearly bound to a place shared with many concert venues and 
currentlyendangeredduetothepandemic,butalsotoastate,whichisthe
collectiveecstasyofbeingpartofalive-audience:thecollectivesinging,clap-
ping,swaying,dancing,cheering,andsometimeseventheshabbybandshirt
that fans wear even many years after the concerts—a material souvenir of the 
experience. 

But a closer look reveals that his statement is about more than his music and 
concertexperiences.Itisaboutaudienceexperienceandspectatorship,which
also makes it relevant to think about another currently endangered institu-
tionalform,namelythecinema.Sincethereisnomaterialproofthatcanbe
takenhomeasasouvenirfromthecinema(excepttheticket),itisthememory
ofthecollectiveexperiencethatpersists:thelaughter,thechatafterwards,
theannoyingcouplesittingnexttoyou,andthetasteofthepopcornonthat
day. What is thus missed in these pandemic times is not the movies as such 
butacertainplacetoexperiencethemin,especiallynewtheatricalreleases.
The idea of consuming movies from home was embraced by streaming ser-
vicessuchasNetflix,Prime,andMubithatextendedtheirrange.Moviesavail-
able at the touch of a button are today’s more comfortable alternative with no 
greater risks involved. 

Cinemareleases,however,werepostponed.Timefroze.Ifyouwalkedpast
yourfavoritecinema,thefilmadshangingabovetheentrancewerestillthose
from mid-March at the moment of their closure. So venues in which to experi-
encemusicandmovieswereclosed,enablingtwodifferentwaysofrespond-
ing,andinturnconjuringuptheSchneiderconflict:mourningormoving?
The movies have moved since their early days at the end of the nineteenth 
century,alongwiththemusicandtheaudience.ComparedtoSchneider,
moviesliketoplayatdifferentplacesandfindnewniches.Lately,theyeven
like to resurrect old places they formerly inhabited: because movies don’t 
mindplayinginfrontofcars!Thesudden,drasticlockdownofthecinemaand
its spectators in its classical dispositif as analyzed by Jean-Louis Baudry and 
Jean-LouisComolliattheendofthe1960shasgivenrisetotheresurgenceofa
marginal dispositif duringtheCOVID-19pandemicin2020:anextremelyAmeri-
can invention called the drive-in. Understanding its socio-cultural implications 
meansreturningtotheprosperouspost-warAmericaofthe1950s.

1 Heis65yearsoldandlikestoexperiencemusicthewayheusedtoasateenager:via
records and gigs. 
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Thefirstdrive-inwaspatentedin1933byRichardM.Hollingsheadonaseven-
acrefieldnearNewJerseyasanoutdoortheaterwithautomobilesparkedon
inclinedramps.However,theydidnotreachtheireconomicbreakthrough
untiltheypeakedinthelate1950s,whentherewereover4,000drive-insin
theUSalone(FoxandBlack2011,272).Thereasonsforthiscinematiccon-
figuration’ssuccesswerethecountry’sprosperity,theavailabilityofvacant,
accessible,andcheapland,andtheriseofacarculturethatestablished
American’s“emotionalrelationshipwiththeircars”(Segrave1992,vii).Part
of the baby boom and the concomitant suburbanization while also part of 
anattempttocushiontherapidspreadofTVsinhouseholds,drive-ins(or
ozoners)developedas“focalpointsoflocalcommunities”andasa“midpoint
betweendomesticandpublicspheres”(Goldsmith1999,158–59).Combining
afamily-friendlyenvironmentwithanoccasiontoliveoutobsessivecarlove,2 
drive-ins became the comparatively cheap and comfortable alternative3 to 
urban theaters and solved the truly American dilemma of “deciding which he 
likesbetter,themoviesorautomobileriding”(Valentine1994,160).Additional
servicesandfacilitiessuchasdiapermachines,bottlewarmers,playgrounds,
pettingzoos,swimmingpools,andfleamarketsclearlysituatedmoviesas
just one part of the overall experience: a cinema where the attraction is the 
distraction.4 Technological aspects (apart from seasonal and temporal con-
straints) in drive-ins were always imperfect compared to their indoor rivals 
withsounddeliverysystemsshiftingfromhuge,fixedspeakerstohanging
intercomspeakers,andlaterFMradiotransmission(Fox2018,32).Buttheir
technologicalinefficiencydidnotmatterbecausethemoviesdidnotmatter,
aphenomenonthatbecameevenclearerinthe1960s.TheBeachBoys’1964
song“Drive-In”5 showed that they understood everything about it: “Forget 
abouttheplotandtakeyourdatestothedrivein.”Thedrive-inasasitefor
sexual adventures became the sassy supplement to the history of family 

2 Proof of this love can also be found in the numerous pop songs around car culture 
byartistssuchasWoodyGuthrie,BobDylan,TracyChapman,JanisJoplin,theEagles,
Steppenwolf,RoseRoyce,LanadelRey,andIggyPop,tonameafew.Thistrend,justlike
thedrive-in,wasalsoadoptedinsongsbyEuropeanbandssuchasRoxette,Sniff’n’the
Tears,Madness,GoldenEarring,theBeatles,andtheRollingStones.

3 Bycomfort,Iamreferringhereespeciallytotheinformalityofdress.Thedrive-inwas
just one step to liberate family members from the pressure of dressing up when going 
out.Instead,familiescouldenjoyasharedactivitywithouthavingtoworryabout
babysittersordinner.Thekidscouldbetakenintheirpajamas,whilefoodwaseither
guaranteedthroughtheofferofsnackbarsanddrive-inrestaurantsorthroughself-
supply,whichwasallowedindrive-insasopposedtocinemasdowntown.

4 Theterm“cinemaofdistraction”wascoinedbyBenGoldsmithinhis1999articleabout
Australian drive-ins. 

5 “EverytimeIhaveadatethere’sonlyoneplacetogo,that ’stothedrivein.It ’ssucha
groovyplacetotalkandmaybewatchashow,downatthedrivein.Forgetaboutthe
plot,it ’lldoverywell,butmakesureyouseeenoughsoyou’repreparedtotell,about
thedrivein.Ifthewindowsgetfogged,you’llhavetotakeabreath,downatthedrive
in…Ifyousayyouwatchthemovie,you’reacoupleo’liars…”
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drive-ins,includingfoggedwindowsandcarsparkedinthelastrow,knownas
“LoveLane,”bouncingupanddown.Carsparkedon“LoveLane”hadtopay
additional fees but considering the more prudish and restrictive educative 
methodsofthetime,mostadolescentswelcomeddrive-insastheonlyplace
forsecretgetaways.“LoveLane”indeedlostabitofitspopularitywhenthe
gearstickincarmodelsstartedtobeplacedbetweenthetwofrontseats,
insteadofnexttothesteeringwheel.Inthisdesign,the“separated”seats
weremorereminiscentofthoseindowntowncinemas,wherethelastrow
continues to be the favorite place for getting closer in touch with a date. 

Meanwhile,thefirstdrive-inswereculturallyexportedtoEurope.6Thefirst
oneopenedin1960andstilloperatestodayinGravenbruch,nearFrankfurt.A
curiosityandanotherproductofAmericanCulturalImperialism,thiselement
oftheAmericanlifestylewassoldasdescribedbyfilmscholarNilsPeiler:
“There was an outdoor-cinema for individualists who wanted to watch a movie 
from their cars while eating Burgers at a time when US soldiers were still sta-
tionedand‘FastFood’wasaforeignword”(Peiler2016,12).Thedrive-ins’leap
toEuropeandestinationshappenedattheendofthe1960s:atimeofchange
in audience demographics and the beginning of Hollywood’s restructuring 
process,targetingayoungeraudience.TheultimateresultofthisearlyNew
Hollywood is The Graduate(MikeNichols,1968),whichpromotesasuccessful
datebetweenthetwoprotagonistsatadrive-in,chattingandeatingburgers
toSimonandGarfunkel’s“BigBrightGreenPleasureMachine”—awinkto
happy,consumingAmericans.Thefailedversionofthisdatefollowstenyears
later in the musical comedy Grease(RandalKleiser,1978),whichrevealsthe
worst-case scenario7ofbeingstucknexttograbbing,abusive,andinfectious
company in the enclave of the car. Here lies the fallacy of the presumed 
safetyincars,luringconsumerswiththeirelaboratedesignsandcontrollable
gadgetstofeelsafeandsound,or,asinKarinBijsterveldetal.’stwistedformu-
lation“soundandsafe.”

6 ButcomparedtotheirwideextentintheUS,theyneverreallyexceededthestatusof
curiosities,becauseinEuropethepragmaticnotionofcarsasameansoftransportation
prevailed.

7 Thisonlypertainstoworst-casescenariofordatesatdrive-ins.Therealworst-case
happensinthefilmTargets(PeterBogdanovich,1968),wherethedrive-inbecomesthe
target for a killer’s rampage. 
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[Figure1]Trapped in the Car(Screenshot:KarinFleck2020,5)

Inthescene,Danny’s( JohnTravolta)advancestotheshy,well-behavedSandy
(OliviaNewtonJohn)areconstantlyrejected.Asthescreenshotabove(fig.1)
shows,thefrontofthewindshieldisthemosttelling:Notonlydoesitsframe,
visuallyseparatingthem,anticipatetheupcomingconflict,butthewind-
shieldasawholeevenreplacesthescreen(oristhescreen),andrevealswhat
thedrive-inexperienceisreallyabout,meaningwhathappensinsiderather
than outside the car. The windshield could thus be described as a double-
sidedscreen.Itisaprojectionsurfaceforthedisastrousdrive-indate,or,put
anotherway,amovieaboutmovieexperienceatdrive-ins,whereasfromthe
oppositeperspectivebehindthewheel,thewindshieldalsoworksasamirror,
reflectingthedrive-inspectators’distractedattention.Toagreatextent,the
spectator’s drift towards other activities is also provoked by the radio trans-
mission of movie sound and the car radio as a personally controllable audio 
deviceenablingwhatBijsterveldetal.called“acousticcocooning”(2).Auditory
informationisreceiveddifferentlythroughtheradiothanduringalive-con-
cert,whichmakeslisteningaculturallylearnedbutalsohierarchizedprocess.
AnahidKassabiancategorizedradiomusicas“ubiquitousmusic,”whichis“the
kindofmusicthatwelistentoaspartofourenvironment”andwhichcould
“invisiblyaccompanyanykindofactivity”(2013,4).Butthesortofdistraction
activityDannypursuesisoffensiveinSandy’seyes,sosheendsthescene
outragedbyleavingadevastatedDannyaloneatadrive-inmovie,8 shouting 
desperatelyafterher:“Sandy,youcan’tjustwalkoutofadrive-in!”

8 Whichisalsothetitleofaninstrumentalsongofthesamename,featuredontheGrease 
record single of You’re the One that I Want. 
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[Figure2]AheartbrokenDannysingsthesoundtracktothesilentadsatthedrive-in.(Screen-

shot:KarinFleck2020,6)

The feeling of being alone at a drive-in is not only the dramatic consequence 
ofDanny’sfaileddatebutasensationthatissymptomaticfordrive-ins,where
spectators are sitting isolated in the self-enclosed space of the car: a private 
bubbleinthepublicdrive-inarea,whichtendstofeelevenmoreprivateonce
thespaceisfilledwithdarknessatnight.Drive-insthusbringthe“outside
experience”ofcinemastotheinsideofone’sownfourwheels,provoking
closer contact between those inside the vehicle while keeping everything out-
sideataclosedistance.ButthereissomethingaboutTravolta’sfilmographyin
particularthatpredestineshimastheiconicfigureoftheseemptiedpandemic
cinematicspaces.Infact,thelookoflonelyTravoltaatthedrive-inasinthe
screenshotabove(fig.2)isnotunfamiliar,giventhattheGRK“Configurations
ofFilm”choseaspecificconfigurationofthe“ConfusedTravoltaGIF”for
theirwebsite,whichshowshiminthemorethaneverabandonedspaceof
the cinema with empty rows of red seats. The GIF is a future outcome of the 
expertofnostalgicresurrections,QuentinTarantinohimself,whorevived
thefigureofdancingTravoltaforPulp Fictionin1994.Thesceneprecedinghis
famous dance at the Jack Rabbit Slim’s Twist Contest served as a basis for the 
GIF.Commissionedbyhisbosstotakeouthiswife,thecontractkillerVincent
Vega( JohnTravolta)needstopickupMiaWallace(UmaThurman)fromhome,
where she communicates with him via a semi-hidden intercom speaker. The 
confusion in the scene stems from his irritation as to the source of her acous-
maticvoice,whileMiaWallaceisincontrolofVegaandtheoperationofthe
speaker. 
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[Figure3]ConfusedTravoltaattheCinema(WebsiteConfigurationsofFilm2018,5)

WhatconfusedTravoltaislookingforinthisreconfiguredversionofthe
GIFfromtheWebsiteConfigurationsofFilm(fig.3)isthemissingaudience.
Part of that missing audience is currently sitting in one of the many hundred 
drive-ins9inGermany,awell-visitedextrasetupformovieentertainment
during the pandemic. Even my small hometown Zweibrücken in southwest 
Germany set up a drive-in at the former airport site10—a military relict from 
Canadians,NorthAmericans.The2020drive-inscenariointertwinestwokinds
ofaudiences,namelytheabsentaudienceofthepandemicandthesustained
restructuringoftheaudienceeffectedbythedrive-in.Theformerisrecon-
figuredbydispersion,whereasthelatterisdistractedbythere-configuration
of the apparatus. 

Inthetrailerforthe2019documentaryAt the Drive-in,afemalenarrator
explains the current fascination of younger generations for this format with 
nostalgia in the sense of an ache: an ache to return to that unknown place of 
thedrive-in.ButIdon’tthinkthisisaquestforalostspace.Infact,Ithinkwe
have been here before many times in the movies. This is about something 
different:thefatalpatterntorepeatandthevisualdrive,drivingusinhope
formovingexperiencesintimeswhenwearetoldnottotouch,nortogettoo
closebutkeepasocialdistance.Theautomobileasanobstacle,separating

9 AnotherresurrectionofTarantinoinhislatestmovieOnce Upon a Time…in Hollywood. In 
thislovelettertothecinemaasaplace,thestuntmanCliffBoothlivesinatrailerbehind
TheVanNuy’sDrive-InTheater,whichfirstopenedin1948.AccordingtotheL.A. Times,
thetheaterwasdemolishedbecauseoffinancialproblemsin1998.Thedrive-inscenes
werefilmedattheParamountDrive-InTheaters.

10 SomethingZweibrückendidnotcomeupwithistheideaofEdBrown,whoopenedthe
firstandonly“Fly-in/Drive-InTheater”tocarsandplanesinWallTownship,NewJersey
in1948.Heoperatedanairportattheverysamepropertyandwouldallowupto25
planes to park at the back of the theater grounds. 
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ratherthanconnectingpeople,hasalreadybeenthematizedbyJeanBaudril-
lard in The System of Objects. It is this proximity to his audience and between 
audience members that Helge Schneider misses and that is lost through the 
drive-inmovieexperience,regardlessofthecontentbeingshown,which
ranges from concert broadcastings to Hollywood blockbusters. In other 
words,drive-insmissoutonsomething,whichliesattheheartofthemovie
experienceatcinemasbeyonddisplacementthroughstreamingdevices,the
pandemic movie suppliers. The drive-in experience thus needs to be located 
betweenthatofclassicalcinemasandthatofstreamingdevices,whileincor-
poratingaspectsofboth.Itiscinema,butonethatmaintainsenoughsafety
distance between the screen and the audience (and its members) to make 
itanapprovedleisureentertainmentduringthepandemic,whileallowing
all sorts of side activities during the screening as granted through streamed 
movie consumption. Comparable to big stage performances of music stars 
thataresurroundedbysecurityforsafetyreasons,drive-insassumetherole
of protected and protective starlets among cinemas during the pandemic. 
Theirhistoryisoneofsecluding,distractedmovieentertainmentinlinewith
current social distancing advises: a pandemic media space that was active 
evenbeforethepandemic.Therefore,drive-insnotonlycelebratedacome-
backduringthepandemic,butmostofalltheyreflectconsumerpreferences
ofthedomesticmovieexperienceinthetwenty-firstcenturythroughthe
windshieldofthecar,whichisbothascreenforanoutwardprojectionanda
mirrorofdistracted,displaced,anddispersedspectators.

Movieswillcontinuetomove,butBaudrillardalsonotesthat“awhole
civilizationcancometoahaltinthesamewayastheautomobile”(2020,137).
SomedrivingschoolsinGermanyarecalled“Walkin-DriveOut,”whichisalso
acatchyadsloganatthesametime.Inconclusionandincontrast,however,I
suggest: If the place of the drive-in turns out to be a disappointing distraction 
fromthemovie,youcanalwaysjustwalkoutofadrive-in,asSandydidin
Grease. 
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Of Drones and the 
Environmental Crisis  
in the Year of 2020 

Teresa Castro

As coronavirus lockdowns left the world’s cities 
deserted, drone footage of empty towns made its 
appearance on video-sharing platforms. Across the 
globe, observers insisted on the melancholic feelings 
that such “post-apocalyptic” images aroused. This 
essay proposes to read these images against the back-
ground of our current ecological crisis, highlighting 
their connections to drone footage of anti-racist pro-
tests and to footage of wild animals taking over lock-
down cities around the world. Attention will be drawn 
to their problematic aestheticization of politics, in 
particular when it comes to ecological thinking.

 
AsIwritethistext,inJune2020,GeorgeFloyd’sbodyhasjustbeenputtorest.
Acrosstheglobe,peoplehavetakentothestreets,protestingagainstracial
discrimination and toppling statues of slave traders and colonialist rulers. 
Inmid-March,whentheworldwasprogressivelybroughttoastandstillby
abewilderingpandemic,itwashardtoimaginethattheyear2020would
be remembered for anything else than Covid-19,acunningvirusstrainthat
spilled over from bats to humans and is still taking lives. But our current and 
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elusive enemy has brutally exposed a world fraught with economic and racial 
inequalities. 

What do anti-racist protests have to do with coronavirus drone footage? 
Ibringthemupfortworeasons.First,becausethistextisanimmediate
reactiontothepoliticalquestionsraisedbysuchfootage,andassuch,a
response deeply embedded in the present moment. We’ve had little time 
toreflectonthemassiveamountofimagesinspiredbytheoutbreak.Ifthe
history of aerial imagery can help us to better grasp some of the issues at 
stake,someoftheseproblemsstrikemeasintimatelyrelatedtothenature
ofourtimes.Inthissense,thepowerfulGeorgeFloydproteststhatweare
witnessing are part of the equation: they’re all the more relevant as enormous 
crowdsfilledthestreets,shortlyafterviruslockdownsacrossallcontinents
leftthemdeserted.Againsttherisingspecterofsurveillancesocieties,drone
flyoversofsuchmassivedemonstrations—andthisismysecondpoint—have
become inseparable from aerial views of cities transformed into ghost towns. 
TheuncanninessofLosAngeles’seerilyquietstreets,shotonMarch20th,
appears even more staggering when compared to the extraordinary images 
ofHollywoodBoulevardswarmingwithprotestersonJune8th(fig.1).1 My dis-
cussion of coronavirus drone footage will keep these images in mind—as it will 
summonverydifferentpicturesmadeduringthepandemic,suchasfootage
of wild animals taking over lockdown cities around the world. By juxtaposing 
theseapparentlydisparateelements,Iwishtohighlighttheirunderground
connection.Ontheonehand,theyallevokethepolicingandmonitoringof
humanandnon-humanbodies,aswellasthebeliefthatsomelivesaremore
valuablethanothers.Ontheotherhand,theyrefertoaproblematic“aes-
theticizationofpolitics,”inparticularwhenitcomestoecologicalthinking.

[Figure1a–b]LosAngelesonMarch20th and Los Angeles on June 8th, 2020. 

1 Seehttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O51LOuQzROI,postedbyThe Washington Post 
onYouTubeonMarch20th,aswellasRonKurokawa’sviraldronefootage,documenting
amarchorganizedbyBlackLivesMatterBLD,PWRandlocalLArapperYG :https://www.
instagram.com/p/CBKLOkAhGEV/,postedonInstagramonJune8th.AllaccessedJune11,
2020.

https://www.instagram.com/p/CBKLOkAhGEV/
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Coronavirus Drone Footage
“Uncanniness”isagoodstartingpoint.Asdronefootageofunusuallydes-
olatecitiespoppeduponvideo-sharingplatforms,thewords“awe-inspiring”
and“post-apocalyptic”cameupalmostimmediately.InearlyFebruary,an
evocativeassemblageofdronesequencescapturedinthecityofWuhan,then
understrictlockdown,waswidelyrelayed.2Somequalifieditas“haunting,”
mentioning“scenesreminiscentofapost-apocalypticmovie”(O’Brian2020);
othersevokeda“spectralsituation”(Anonymous2020).Asthepandemic
spreadtomorethan200countriesandaerialfootageofothercitiesunder
lockdownwasbroadlycirculated,observersinsistedonthe“eeriebeauty”
ofsuchoncefamiliarandnow“ghostlytowns,”aswellasonthemelancholic
feelings they aroused. 

As vehicles that have access to humanly impossible movements and points of 
view,dronesareuncannybynature.Soaretheimagestheyproduce:Harun
Farocki’sexpression,“subjectivephantomimages,”evokessuchuncanniness
well(Farocki2004).Policesurveillancedronesgeneratedmuchofthisfootage,
destinedfirstandforemostforhumansandmachinestomonitorandthere-
fore inseparable from disciplinary power structures.3 Despite this (whether 
shotbythepolice,civiliansormajornewsorganizations,coronavirusdrone
footageisstronglyembeddedinthesurveillancesociety),suchpictures
cannotbedescribedasfully“operative,”thatis,asimagesmadebymachines
formachines,“neithertoentertainnortoinform”(Farocki2004,17).While
illustratinganiterationoflogisticalimages,coronavirusdronefootagedoesn’t
totallyexcludethehumaneye.Itshorizonmightbefullautomation,but
humanintermediariesarestillpresent.Moreover,astheyenterthemaelstrom
ofvisualculture,suchimagesescapetheirpurelyinstrumentaldestinyand
becomeaestheticobjectsofferedtothecontemplationoftheiranxious,con-
finedspectators.Dronefootageofcitiesunderlockdownevokesthelonger
historyofurbancinematicviews(Castro2017).Thefeelingofflight,aswell
astheextraordinarymobilityoftheirpointofview,was(andis)asimportant

2 TheNewYorkTimes.2020.“DroneFootageshowsWuhanunderlockdown.”The New 
York Times,February4.AccessedJune11,2020.https://www.nytimes.com/video/world/
asia/100000006960506/wuhan-coronavirus-drone.html. The footage was shot by a 
Chinese photojournalist and edited by The New York Times.

3 See,forinstance,https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bpe-ARGSi-w (drone and time-
lapsefootageofParisbeforeandunderlockdown,puttogetherbytheFrenchpolice
andpostedonlineonMarch28th2020,accessedJune112020)andhttps://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=ND1EIf7s2d4 (drone footage from the Barcelona lockdown shot by the 
Catalonian“Mossosdeesquadra,”postedonlineofApril20,2020,accessedJune11,
2020).Iwillnotaddressotherfeaturesoftheseso-called“pandemicdrones”inthis
essay,which,beyondmonitoringsocialdistanceandquarantinedindividuals,claimto
remotelypickuptheheartrateandtemperatureofpeople,ortoknowifthey’rewearing
amask.Notealsothattalkingdronesequippedwithspeakerswereusedindifferent
countriesduringlockdown,fromChinatoPortugal.

https://www.nytimes.com/video/world/asia/100000006960506/wuhan-coronavirus-drone.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ND1EIf7s2d4
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as the enjoyment experienced in observing the city from an unusual point of 
view. The pleasure inherent to coronavirus drone footage equally lies in this 
oscillationbetweenvisualandkinaestheticperception,referringtocultural
practices of looking that go beyond the military expediency of drones.4  

Likesomeoftheseearlierviews,coronavirusdronefootagehasastrong
affectivedimension.Evensequencesdocumentingdesertedtouristhot-
spots,invitingtheirviewerstoexperienceentertainingvirtualtoursfromthe
safetyoftheirhomes,seemshroudedinanelegiacveil,oftenreinforcedby
atmospheric soundtracks.5 A clip entitled The Silence of Rome is absolutely 
exemplary.6Whilethevideo’saestheticsperfectlyillustratesthecorporate,
promotionallookinwhichitsmakerspecializes,theambientsoundtrack
encourages contemplation.7Inoneofthefirstpiecesoncoronavirusdrone
footage,PatriciaZimmermanandCarenKaplanhavepointedoutthe
melancholic,almostmournfulnostalgia,ofsuchaerialimages(Kaplanand
Zimmermann2020). Despitetheirinnocuousappearance,suchreactionsare
deeplypolitical.AsZimmermanobserves,“theaffectiveresponse…seemslike
a form of romanticism available only to the privileged with time to meditate on 
emptinessandrevelinit”(KaplanandZimmerman2020).Indeed,coronavirus
dronefootageillustratesinmanywaysaworryingaestheticizationofpolitics,
and not only because it primarily speaks to the world’s privileged.

4 Inadditiontothis,itshouldbepointedoutthatdespiteitsmilitaryorigins,drone
technology is sometimes used in order to undermine the same power regime that 
producedthem.See,forinstance,thewayinwhichtheNoDakotaAccessPipeline
movement used drones in order to monitor police activities. See https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=uXWw0y44xaM(postedonYouTubeDecember2,2016).

5 See,amongcountlessexamples,dronefootageofquarantinedSanFrancisco,https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=yQky8qARcwc(postedonYouTubeApril2,2020),Chicago
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-8Ia03Ve1fc(postedonYouTubeApril11th2020),
Florencehttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zTJvE7BIZTo(postedonYouTubeMarch28,
2020)orLisbonhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VSsarnHMXbA(postedonYouTube
April3,2020).AllaccessedJune11,2020.TheplatformAirvūz,“thepremiereonlinevideo
sharingcommunityfortheemergingDroneAge,”compilesalargenumberofdronelock-
downfootageshotall-overtheworld(seehttps://www.airvuz.com/).DroneDJ,awebsite
specializedinthedroneindustry,alsomadecompilationsofcoronavirusdronefootage.
Seehttps://dronedj.com/2020/04/01/ultimate-coronavirus-drone-footage-roundup-usa-
china-italy-spain-and-more/(postedonApril1st2020,accessedJune11,2020).

6 ThevideowasshotbyshotbyacertainLuigiPalumbo,aprofessionaldroneoperator.
SeeIlSilenziodiRoma,postedbyInvidiosrl,April7,2020.AccessedJune11,2020.https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=kFGZKUxJwkM.  

7 Someoftheviewers’responses,leftonthecommentssection,areworthquoting:
“beautifulandsad”or“wonderfulandtrulymovingvideoclip,poeticallybeautifulRome,
woundedintheheartbythesirensintheirsadsilence,inordertorescuelivesfromthe
virus”(“Stupendovideoclipdavverocommovente,Romapoeticamentemeravigliosa,
feritaalcuoredallesirenenelsuotristesilenzio,perstrapparevitealvirus”).Onthe
author’sInstagramaccount,anaerialphotographofVictorEmmanuelIIMonumentis
accompaniedbythecommentmalatemporacurrunt(“badtimesareuponus”).See
https://www.instagram.com/p/CBIMIZQh8TU/,postedJune8,2020.AccessedJune11,
2020.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uXWw0y44xaM
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Drones and the Aestheticization of  
Ecological Politics

Theexpression“aestheticizationofpolitics”wasfirstusedbyWalterBenjamin
inordertoaddressfascism’s“glorificationofwar”(Benjamin2008,41).Sieg-
friedKracauer’sdiscussionofthemassornament(andaerialviews),illustrates
well what the aestheticization of political life meant during those gloomy inter-
waryears(Kracauer1995;Castro2013).Iwillusethisideainadifferentway.
Itseemstomethatthepleasurableandaffectivedimensionsofcoronavirus
dronefootage—theirinherentlyaestheticfeatures—induce,inthepublic
sphere,aworryingvictoryofspectacleovercriticism.Thisisparticularly
evident when it comes to ecological thought—an aspect otherwise dis-
regarded by discussions on the automation of vision. As a human-made crisis 
(notbecausetheviruswasfabricatedinalab,butbecauseitsspill-overwas
drivenbyhumanactivities),thecurrentpandemiclinksexplicitlytoecology
andtoourtroubledrelationshipwiththe“natural”world.Asgovernments
imposedmoreorlessstrictsocialdistancingregulations,commentatorswere
quicktosuggestthatthiswasthefirstmajorcrisisoftheAnthropocene(Tooze
2020).Discussionsonthepositiveandnegativeenvironmentaloutcomesof
the outbreak thrived: the most optimistic anticipated a new era of ecological 
consciousness.Assatelliteimagesrevealedsignificantdropsinairpollution
acrosstheplanet,dronefootageofemptiedcitiescametoembody,forsome,
whattheworldwouldlooklikewithouthumans—or,atleast,withconsid-
erably fewer humans. Images (many of them fake) of wild animals returning to 
human-desertedmetropoliseswerewidelyshared(fig.2).8 In the UK and some 
partsofEurope,falseExtinctionRebellion(XR)stickersproclaimed:“Corona
isthecure,humansarethedisease”(fig.3).XRquicklydismissedthem:they
werethecreationoffar-rightactivists,whonotonlywishedtodiscreditthe
group,buttopromote“eco-fascism”(Manavis2020).

8 See,amongothers,“CoronavirusOutbreak:AnimalsTaketoStreetsamongLockdown,”
posted by India TodayonYouTube,April10,2020.AccessedJune11,2020.https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=_DSLP95CR2k;and“6ThingsthatprovethattheEarthisHealing,”
postedonYouTubebyCurlyTales,March23,2020.AccessedJune11,2020.https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=R3M908TJG9M. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_DSLP95CR2k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R3M908TJG9M
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[Figure2]TwoducksinfrontoftherestaurantTourd’Argent,Paris.Photographpostedon

Twitterby@sisyphe007onMarch31,2020.

[Figure3]FalseExtinctionRebellionsticker:“Coronaisthecure,humansarethedisease.”

Inwhatfeelslikealongtimeago,inthefar-awaygalaxyofourpre-pandemic
world,self-proclaimedeco-fascistsmurderedasignificantnumberofpeople
inElPasoandChristchurch(Darby2019).Eco-fascismcertainlyprecedesthe
outbreak(Gardiner2020).Butasdronefootageofemptiedcitiessuggested
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that the world had turned into a nuclear-disaster exclusion zone where 
“nature”wasregainingitsrights,eco-fascistsseizedtheoccasion.Theircredo:
to preserve the planet over certainlives,inparticularblack,indigenousand
otherminorityethniclives.Theveryideathat“humansarethevirus”—a
memetweetedandrelayedcountlesstimesduringlockdown,andsomewhat
inseparable from drone footage and satellite images—is inherently problem-
atic.Whilehumanactivitiesarecertainlybehindtheenvironmentalcrisis,
thegenocidalviewaccordingtowhichCOVID-19istheplanet’sanswertothe
“humanvirus”isuntenable.Inpracticalterms,thosebeing“sacrificed”arethe
frailestintermsofhealth,age,andeconomicposition:thepoor,thehomeless,
theincarcerated,thedisplaced,themarginalized,etc.Ifdronefootage
ofemptiedcitiesand“cute”imagesofwildanimalsexploringtheworld’s
metropolisesservethe“humansarethevirus”credo,environmentalpoliticsis
neutralized (if not aestheticized): the real reasons behind our current crisis are 
notaddressed,theybecomeaspectacle.

The link between racial justice and the environmental crisis must be 
acknowledged. Racial (and gender) inequality and environmental destruction 
gohandinhand(Ferdinand2019).Inthiscontext,thehumanandnon-human
bodies absent or present in drone footage of lockdown (and post-lockdown) 
citiesaresignificant.Whiletherealimpactofthecrisisonenvironmental
consciousnessstillneedstobeseen,thepandemicfeelslikeanoccasionto 
land on Earth(Latour2018and2020).9 According to French sociologist Bruno 
Latour,themodernprojecthasbeen“inflight,”detachedfromthesoil,plants,
animals,life.Butwecannotescapetheecologicalurgencyanymore:thereality
of anthropogenic climate change is making the planet uninhabitable and 
now begs for a terrestrial politics. Latour’s argument appears as particularly 
relevant for a discussion on aerial imagery: if the disjunction between the 
world we live in and the world we live from is at the heart of our current 
environmentalcrisis,pointsofviewmatter.Inotherwords,fromwheredo
weseetheworld?Inthiscontext,themappingandsurveyingoftheplanet
from an aerial perspective undoubtedly contributed to our remoteness from 
it. Beyond the general feeling of mastery and control over space that maps 
procure,cartographyhasplayed(andstillplays)adecisiveroleintheprocess
of extracting natural resources from the Earth. Maps have helped to trans-
form“nature”intoanentitytobemasteredandexploited.Transitioningfrom
whatwecouldcallacartographictoanecologicalreasonmeans,amongother
things,adjustingourstandpointstomoresmall-scaleandnon-objectifying
pointsofview,imaginingcounter-mappings.Inordertotrulyinhabitthe

9 InadditiontoBrunoLatour’sideathatpoliticsshouldberedefinedaswhatleads
towardstheEarth(andnottheglobalorthenational—the“ethnonational”accordingto
eco-fascism),“landing”shouldpotentiallybeawaytothinkaboutthenecessaryarticu-
lationbetweena“cartographic”andan“ecological”reason.Formoreorlessobvious
reasons,aerialviewsplayanimportantroleinthisconundrum.
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planetandtomakeitaworldworthlivingin,weneedtotackleitsproblems.
Asfarasenvironmentalpoliticsisconcerned,solongdronehoveringand
detached views: we need to put our feet back on Earth.
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The Fever of Images: 
Thermography, 
Sensuality and Care  
in Pandemic Times 

Alice Leroy

In the midst of the pandemic crisis, while disturbing 
figures and pictures of intubated patients and mass 
graves in rich western cities at complete standstill 
invaded the traditional and social media screens on 
the one hand, and governments massively invested 
in pervasive surveillance technologies on the other 
hand, the French photographer Antoine D’Agata went 
walking alone, with a thermographic camera, along 
the empty streets of Paris and in the intensive care 
units of hospitals in France. The pictures he took tes-
tify to a totally different experience both of the media 
and of the disease: not one of surveillance, identifi-
cation, and intervention, but one of consideration, 
sensuality, and care. 
 
First,wehardlyseeanything.Againstadarkbluishbackground,glowingspots
lightupthecenteroftheimage.Afterawhile,akneelingfigureemerges,the
bustandtheheadturnedtowardsaniridescentandindeterminateshape,like
akindofsuncrushedonitself.Takingacloserlook,wesoonseerecognizable
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shapessurface.Theseshadowsandtheselightsoutlinethefoldsofadress,
perhapsalooseblouse,coveringtheentirebodyofthekneelingfigure.The
headisunderlinedwithakindofturban,orahairnet,whichconcealsthe
hair.Fromtheblouseahandrises,stretchedtowardsaluminousdiscwhichit
touchesgently,asiftocaressit.Thisluminousdiscisafacefromwhichallthe
featureshavebeenerased,asifswallowedbylight.Aroundthisface,darker
shadesoutlinethehair,theshoulderandtherestofthebodycoveredbya
sheet.Itlookslikeareligiousscene,afigureofdevotionkneelingatthebed-
sideofarecumbentfigure.However,wearenotinachurchoramuseum,but
inahospital.Thesebodiesarenotofstone,butoffleshandblood,andthatis
why they appear surrounded by light in the night of thermal images. This pho-
tographwastakeninanintensivecareunitattheheightoftheCOVID-19crisis
in France. It belongs to a double series produced by photographer Antoine 
d’Agataduringtheeightweeksoflockdowninthecountry,inthedepop-
ulatedstreetsofthecapitalandattheheartofhospitalsinParis,Bordeaux,
Marseille,andNancy.

OnMarch16,2020,ontheeveofthelockdown,Antoined’Agatadecided
tosettleinthedesertedofficesofAgenceMagnum,forwhichheworksin
Paris.Hesleptinthesepremisesfortwomonths,andbegananintensiveand
obsessivewanderingacrossthecityemptiedofitsinhabitants,equippedwith
severaldevicesandinparticularwithathermalcamera.Atfirst,hewandered
the streets in the early morning or at nightfall and saw a new social geography 
ofthecitytakingshape.Theregulardistancesbetweenthesilhouettes,the
isolatedorfleeingpassers-by,thebodiesstrugglingtoinhabitaspacethat
hadbecomeuninhabitable,andthenthelastofmen,thosewhohadnorefuge
andforwhomabench,acornerofabuilding,orasidewalkweretheonly
placetosleep.Inthecityengulfedbythethermalspectrum,anabstractionof
colorsgoingfromhottocold,thedecordisappearsandfurtherisolatesthe
bodies,fragilewitnessesofaworldthatsinksintothenight.Inparallelwith
thisseries,D’Agatawenttotheintensivecareunitsofhospitals,overwhelmed
bytheinfluxofpatients.Theviolenceexpectedintheseclinicalspacesis
proportionally opposite to that of street images. Because in the abstraction 
composedbythethermalcamera,notonlydothehospitalsystemandits
morbiddecoroftechnologiesandtubesdisappear,butsodoallthedetails
singularizingthesufferingofthepatients,anentireorganiclifemetamor-
phosed into spectral clarity. All that remains in this ballet of shadows and 
lightsarethegesturesofcare,appliedwithagentlenesswhichfindsitsmost
essential expression there.  

Thermalimaging,however,belongstoasetofbiopoliticaltechnologieswhich
havealonghistory.Discoveredin1800whenSirWilliamHerschel,followedby
hissonJohn,triedtomeasureheatbeyondthevisiblespectrum(Vollmerand
Möllmann2010;RingandJones2013)thermographyisliterallybasedonthe
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detection of invisible radiation from the electromagnetic spectrum. Our eyes 
canonlyseevisiblelight,buttheycanneitherdetectultravioletnorinfrared
light.Theprimarysourceofinfraredlightisheat.Anyorganicbodyemitsheat;
evennon-organicbodies,objects,stones,andevenice,aslongastheyhavea
temperatureaboveabsolutezero(-273.15degreesCelsiusor0Kelvin),produce
infrared radiation. We perceive infrared radiation as heat whereas the infrared 
thermal imaging camera captures it as data and represents it in the form of 
images.Thefirstinfrared-sensitivecamerasweredesignedintheearly1940s
with electronic sensors and used as (then poor) anti-aircraft defense. But it 
wasnotbeforetheearly1970sthatthesenightvisionsystemssucceededin
framing thermal images on a real-time basis. This was the time when the US 
MilitaryinventedtheForwardLookingInfraRed(FLIR)systems,targetingand
navigationtechnologiesthatwereabletodetectobjectsatdistancesupto3
kmandsoonequippedaircraftsandwarships(VollmerandMöllmann2010,
95).Thesesystemsdefeatedallvisualobstacles—night,fog,smoke—andwere
thenlogicallyusednotonlyforaerialreconnaissance,butalsoformonitoring,
tracking,andtargeting—or,intheparlanceofUSspecialoperations,to“find,
fix,andfinish”—theirobjective(Parks2014,18).

Among the numerous technological gadgets that then became prominent 
inwarmovies,thermalimagingcametorepresentanambivalentmode
ofperception,atthethresholdofvisibility.Itisnocoincidencethatafilm
reinvesting the genre of man-hunting like PredatorJohnMcTiernan(1987)
granted an alien this more-than-human vision and made it the greatest threat 
ever faced by a group of elite soldiers. The strangeness of such a mode of 
perception was so incommensurable with that of human senses that it most 
surelyreliedonthatofanother-than-humanbeing,likeamachineoran
alien,thanonaman,evenifthatmanwasArnoldSchwarzenegger.Ironically
enough,oneoftheUSMilitary’sdrones,equippedwithinfraredsensorsable
todetectheat-bearingobjectsandbodies,wasthentobenamed“Predator”
in1995andusedduringoperationsinAfghanistanandIraq.Thefilmalsocon-
frontedananalogmedium,thatoffilm,withadigitalandquantifiableimage,
sincecomputertechnologyhadentirelyredefinedthelevelofresolutionof
thermalimaging.Thissplitisnotonlybetweentwodifferentmediumsbut
also between two opposite modes of perception. In his reading of Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty’slastbook,The Visible and the Invisible,whichhecomments
on in his Seminar,JacquesLacansaysthatthesplitthatmattersinMerleau-
Ponty’sbookisnotbetweenthevisibleandtheinvisible,butrather“between
theeyeandthegaze”(1973,73).Itdoesnothavemuchtodowiththelimits
of our perception (the fact that we perceive only a fragment of the electro-
magneticspectrum),butratherwiththereversibilityinvision.Observingis
also always being observed. It does not matter to Lacan whether this gaze is 
materializedornot;itcouldbelongtoalivingbeing,aswellastoamachine,or
it could even be an internalized or imagined gaze. What matters though is that 
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thisbeing-under-a-gazeisprimary.“Iseeonlyfromonepoint,butinmyexis-
tence,Iamlookedatfromallsides,”writesLacan(1973,72).Aircraftanddrone
pilots see bodies and forms they would be unable to detect were they not 
equipped with night-vision or thermal camera systems. Their experience of 
this augmented vision occurs through a gaze that simultaneously places them 
underobservation,makingthemobjectsthatareseen.Theiromnipotent
eye paradoxically designates their own vulnerability as bodies permeable to 
othergazes,especiallythoseofmachines.Thermalimagesparticipateinthis
Lacaniandissociationbetweentheeyeandthegaze,causingustoexperience
ourselveslikeglowingformsinthenight,potentialtargetsandvulnerable
beings. 

Indeed,beforethesetechnologicalenhancementsdeployedtheelectromag-
neticspectruminaseriesofvisibleimages,theveryfirstthermalmedium
isourownbody.“Thesignificanceofbodytemperatureliesinthefactthat
humans are homeotherms who are capable of maintaining a constant tem-
peraturethatisdifferentfromthatofthesurroundings.Thisisessentialto
the preservation of a relatively constant environment within the body known 
ashomeostasis”(Ring&Jones2013,2-1).Inthehistoryofmedicine,fever
was one of the most frequently observed symptoms of a disease. Physicians 
fromthetimeofHippocratesusedmudontheskintomeasure,inavery
approximateandsubjectivemanner,theraisedtemperatureofabody,before
Galileoinventeda“thermoscope”fromaglasstube,apredecessortothe
thermometer.Byproducingheat,theorganicbodythusactsasamedium
itself,andbycollectingdataondifferentpopulationsofbodies,thermal
cameras act as instruments of another form of biopolitical control. Following 
aFoucaldianperspective,NicoleStarosielskihasshownhowthermal
technologies were part of a vast apparatus and a long history of social control. 
She analyzes a military technology experimented with by the United States in 
Afghanistanin2010,theActiveDenialSystem,alsoknownasthe“HeatRay,”
whichconsistsinirradiatingahumansubjectwith“amillimeterwavebeam,a
microwave.”Theradiationleavesnovisiblemarkorburnsonthebodybutit
generates a powerful sensation of pain: 

Unlikeother‘non-lethal’meansofcontrol,suchastasergunsandtear
gas,theActiveDenialSystemworksatadistance,ameansofweapon-
izing the spectrum to generate thermal sensations. The system is akin 
to existing forms of torture by media: sound cannons that damage the 
hearing of protesters and strobe lights used in prisoner interrogation. 
Andlikethetechniquesofpsychologicaloperations,theheatrayis
describedasapsychological,communicative,andaffectivetool,onethat
conveys an impression of being burned without actually being burnt. 
(Starosielski2019,2)
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Thisthermalviolenceoperatesinvisiblyandatdistance,asakindof‘no-
touch torture.’ The Heat Ray’s absence of traces opens a legal vacuum: how 
can a government or a military authority be hold accountable for an action 
without visible evidence? How can it be accused of torture with no physical 
markofinjury?Butbeyondtheseethicalconcerns,Starosielskishowsthatthis
technology belongs to a long-standing history of intimate and perverse modes 
ofpunishment.SherecognizesasapredecessoroftheHeatRaythesweatbox,
anapparatusdesignedtodetainsomeoneinaveryclosespace,aboutthesize
ofacoffin,withrestrictedaccesstoair,water,andfood,whichwasdesigned
by slavers on the ships and plantations before being adopted in prisons and 
schools. The sweatbox happens to be selectively destined to colored bodies: 
“whatsets[it]…apartfromothertechniquesofracistviolenceduringthis
period,suchaslynching,wasitsinvisibilityandindeterminacy”(Starosielski
2019,10).Whatsheidentifiesas“thermalviolence,”andwhichcharacterizes
racializedtechniquesofdiscipliningblackbodies,alsoappearsasexposing
bodies to an invisible and nonetheless pervasive form of violence that does 
penetrate deep into the body.  

How do Antoine d’Agata’s images take into account and respond to this long 
history of thermal violence and bodily discipline? Against this “politics of 
exposure,”whichStarosielskiidentifieswiththermalmilitarytechnologies,
his pictures account for the vulnerability of the body and the precarity of 
life.Groundedinahistoryoftrackingandtargeting,thermographyhasbeen
describedasahuntingdevice,ofwhichweknowhowitcandisembodyits
subjects,dispossessingthemoftheirenvelopeoffleshandthesingularityof
their features. Quite the opposite here: preserving the anonymity of hospital 
patients,theimageonlyrestoresthecarnalanddeeplyempatheticdimension
of the care they receive. The hospital represents the opposite of what we 
seeonthestreets,becausetheeuphemisticviolenceofonerespondstothe
paradoxical sensuality of the other. The pandemic risk assimilated the sense 
oftouchtoapathofcontamination,justifyingtheintroductionofanewges-
turallexiconof“socialdistancing.”Onthecontrary,Antoined’Agata’sthermal
imagesrevealedtheactionsofthecaregivers,whoweremostexposedtothe
virus,asthelastbulwarkagainstthealienationoftouch.Intheend,these
imagesarenotinformative,theyareevidenceofthemeaningof“caring”:to
standcloser,topayattention,togivehelpandconsiderationtothesuffering
ones.The“poverty”oftheseimagesinlowdefinitionisthereforeneithera
gap,norevenabreakinstyle,itsimplydescribesanotherlevelofreality,not
the emergency and the horror of the pandemic as it has been portrayed on 
allscreens,butratheraspace-timewherelifeanddeathmergeinalmost
liturgicalgestures.Reflectingonthepowersofmourningandviolence,Judith
Butler writes:



96 Pandemic Media

Thedemandforatruerimage,formoreimages,forimagesthatconvey
thefullhorrorandrealityofthesufferinghasitsplaceandimportance.
Theerasureofthatsufferingthroughtheprohibitionofimagesand
representationsmoregenerallycircumscribesthesphereofappearance,
what we can see and what we can know. But it would be a mistake to 
thinkthatweonlyneedtofindtherightandtrueimages,andthata
certain reality will then be conveyed. The reality is not conveyed by 
whatisrepresentedwithintheimage,butthroughthechallengeto
representationthatrealitydelivers.(2004,146)

D’Agata’s thermal camera series precisely deals with that challenge by 
showing vulnerable bodies through a traditional military tracking system. It 
featuresnographicviolenceorabstractshades,butthegentlesensualityofa
gesture of attention to others. They contrast both the frightening pictures that 
wereproducedbydronessurveillingdesertedcities,andtheterribleimages
of the loss of sociability gestures in pandemic times. Using a surveillance and 
recognitiontechnology,designedforscientificandmilitarypurposes,the
photographer makes counter-use of it. By detecting the infrared radiation 
emittedbythebodies,thecameradoesnottrytolocateandidentifythem,
butonthecontrarytoabstractthemfromthehospitalcontext,andtopro-
tect their identity (so as not to expose people who are already in situations 
ofextremedistress).“Thisisnotabattlefieldandwearenotatwar,”saythe
imagesofd’Agata;inthistheaterofoperationsthatisthehospital,theonly
gestures that matter are those that recognize the vulnerability of the bodies 
andthattakecareoflives.Oneday,whenweremembertheseforgottenges-
tures,disappearedwiththeadventofadigitalerawhichalsosawthepro-
hibitionofphysicalcontact,theseimageswillcomposeasensualatlasofthe
gestures of attention and care.
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Videoconferencing  
and the Uncanny 
Encounter with Oneself: 
Self-Reflexivity as  
Self-Monitoring 2.0 

Yvonne Zimmermann

During the corona pandemic, videoconferencing has 
become the standard mode of communication with 
colleagues from work. Videoconferencing has not 
only changed the way we interact with others, but 
also with ourselves. This article explores how video-
conferencing has brought about a new relationship 
of closeness and distance of self and/as other. While 
virtually meeting others, we primarily encounter 
ourselves. It is an uncanny encounter, a self-reflection 
as imaged self/other that opens up to a specific mode 
of self-reflexivity: to self-monitoring 2.0. 
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You are you. Now, isn’t that pleasant?  

Dr. Seuss  

 

Find out who you are and do it on purpose.  

Dolly Parton 

Contactrestrictionsinthecoronapandemicsentmanyofusintohomeoffice.
Manyofuswereusedtoworkingathome,andmanyhaveprivilegedworking
athomeoverworkingattheoffice.Butthecoronapandemichasusworking
fromhome,whichisnotthesameasworkingat home. Working from home is 
teleworking.Theprefixtelemeansdistance—asintelephoneandtelevision,
where we hear and see from a distance. Teleworking then means working 
from a distance. But distance from what and whom? Pandemic precaution 
requires distance from others in real life. This is one side of the coin. The other 
sideisclosecontact—withoneself,intelework.Itisacontactthatwedidn’t
askforanymorethanweaskedfordistancefromothers.Worse,thisclose
contact with oneself comes at a moment when others are to be kept at a dis-
tance. Teleworking and the computer-mediated-communication technologies 
thatenableithaveproducedanewrelationshipofclosenessanddistance,of
selfandother,ofsubjectandobject,oflookingandbeinglookedat.

The Self, Me or You?
Amongthevariousvideoconferencesystems,somemaybepreferredover
othersforreasonsofownership,datasecurity,orusability.Ultimately,they
allworkthesame—withsomesmallbutnoteworthydifferences.Allservices
nametheparticipantsinavideoconference,includingmyself.Butinaddition
to stating my nametorefertome,theyalsouseareflexivepronoun.They
label the image of me on screen either as me or as you.Thisisasmalldetail,
butitmakesasignificantdifferenceinhowIamenvisionedandaddressedby
the system. Am I a virtual me or a virtual you? If the person I see on screen is 
me,itissuggestedthatitismewholooksatanimageofmyselfonscreen.I
am the subject that looks at me—and at others. If the person I see on screen 
is you,theperspectivechanges.Forthissuggeststhatitistheotherswholook
at an image of myself on screen. I am the object of their look—while I am at 
the same time the object of mylook.Ultimately,Iambothsubjectandobject
ofmylook.Iseemyselfatonceasselfandother,asoneself/otheramong
others,asplitperceptionofself/otheronasplitscreen.
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The Screen as Mirror and Interface
Inconfigurationsofmedialikevideoconferencesystems,thescreenisboth
amirrorandaninterface.Inthehistoryoffilmtheory,themirrorhasbeena
prominentparadigmtodescribetherelationshipofspectatorandscreen,and
morespecifically,totheorizethemoment“whenweareconfrontedwithan
imageasifwithourownreflectedself”(ElsaesserandHagener2015,63).The
mirror metaphor has been approached from psychoanalysis ( Jacques Lacan’s 
conceptofthemirrorstageimmediatelycomestomind,butalsoJean-Louis
Baudry’sthoughtsonthe“IdeologicalEffectsoftheBasicCinematographic
Apparatus”),phenomenology,andneuroscience.Themetaphorhasbeen
instructiveforexploringcinemaasreflectedinthemirror,thatis,asatoolto
thinkaboutself-reflection.Tothinkaboutone’sreflectedselfis,inmyunder-
standinghere,self-reflexivity.

Yetthemirrorremainedametaphor,asChristianMetzremindsus:

Butfilmisalsodifferentfromthenaturalmirrorinoneimportantrespect:
althougheverythingcanreflectjustaswellintheformerasinthelatter,
thereisonethingthatwillneverfinditsreflectioninfilm,namelythe
spectator’sbody.Fromacertainpointofview,then,themirrorsuddenly
becomesopaque.(1986[1975],45)

Videoconferencesarenotcinema.Iftheywere,theywouldproveMetz
wrong. For videoconferences doreflectthespectator’sbody.Thebodymay
bereducedtotheface,butthisisnotthepoint.Thepointis:themirrorisno
longer a metaphor. No longer are we confronted with an image as if with our 
ownreflectedself:Theuser’sfaceismirroredonscreen,theselfis reflected.
Buttowhatkindofself-reflexivitydoesthisreflectionofourownselfopen
up?Self-reflexivityincinemahasmainlybeenaboutcinemaasamedium.
Filmreflexivityforegroundsafilm’sownproduction,itsauthorship,inter-
textualinfluences,itsreception,oritsenunciation(Stam1992[1985],xii,xiv).
Self-reflexivityinvideoconferencinghoweverisfirstandforemostaboutthe
selfasreflectedself,abouttheselfasimage—andthen,perhaps,aboutthe
conferencesystemandwhatitdoeswiththeselfandtotheself,namelyboth
reflectingandotheringtheself.Otheringtheselfinthatitturnstheselfinto
anobjectbothofone’sownlookandthatofothers.Likemodernistreflexive
cinema,videoconferencingisawayof‘distanciation’(inthesenseofBert
Brecht).Itdistancestheselffromtheselfratherthanfromthemedium,but
likeincinema,thisdistancingopenstheselfuptocriticalreflection—bothby
the self and by others. 

Thescreenasinterface,ontheotherhand,worksinoppositedirections.
Instead of distancingtheselffromtheself,itleadstoanencounter with the 
self.AccordingtoLaurieJohnson,theideathatacomputermediatesin
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communications between two or more interlocutors is the grand illusion 
of computer-mediated communication. Arguing from a phenomenological 
perspective,Johnsonholdsthatwhathappensatthemostbasiclevelwhen
engaging with the computer interface is not mediation on the way towards 
interlocution,but“thetakingofaplaceforoneself—oneself—seemingly
beyondthereachofthatwhichisready,andseemingly,byextension,
beyondone’sownembodiedself.”ReferencingDerrida,Johnsoncallsthis
phenomenon “an ultimately terrifying prospect of an uncanny encounter 
with oneself—the ghost in the machine—against which one seeks to pro-
tectoneselfinadvancebypositinganotherthatis,…likeeveryother,wholly
other”(2009,170).Ratherthanmediatingincommunicationsbetweenselfand
others,then,videoconferencingthrowstheselfbackontheself.Thisisindeed
anuncannyencounter,evenmoresobecauseitisanunsolicitedencounter
imposedbythesystem,whichleadstheselftoprotecttheselfbyimagi(ni)ng
the self as other. 

Hence,invideoconferencing,therearetwooppositeprocessesatwork.There
is a process of distancingtheselfinthereflectionoftheselfasimagedotherin
thescreen-mirror,andthereisaprocessofencountering the self when the self 
is thrown back on the self while engaging with the interface. Both processes 
leadtowardsimagingtheselfonthescreenasother,andbothprocesses
inciteustothinkaboutthisself/otheronscreen.Thus,videoconferencing
enhancesself-reflexivityfromtwodirections.IfDollyPartononcereminded
heraudienceto“findoutwhoyouareanddoitonpurpose,”videocon-
ferencingsomehowcallsoutforthesame,ifonlythatitisnolongernecessary
to remind us to do it on purpose. For video conference systems ensure that 
you cannot not do it on purpose.

Self-Reflexivity in Videoconferencing— 
Self-Monitoring 2.0

Therehavebeendifferentmodesofself-reflexivityincinema,popularmedia
culture,art,andadvertising.Thesedifferentmodesarebasedondifferent
conceptsoftheaudience.Thisinreversesuggeststhatself-reflexivityis
amodeofaddressratherthanatextualfeature.Likeinmodernart,the
criticalanddidacticmodesofthe1950sand1960sarthousecinemaimagined
audiencesassufferingfrom(media)incompetenceandbeinginneedof
education and enlightenment. Theironicandparodicmodesofself-reflexivity
thatthecriticalanddidacticmodeshavegivenwaytosince1980spost-
modernism are festive modes rather than revelatory modes in that they 
address the audience as media-literate spectators and acknowledge and 
celebrate their media expertise more than disclosing the workings of the 
mediumitself(Zimmermannforthcoming2021).
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Self-reflexivityinvideoconferencingdiffersfromthecinematicmodesof
self-reflexivity.Asmentionedabove,theselfincinematicself-reflexivity
referstothemedium,whereasself-reflexivityinvideoconferencingrefers
firstofalltotheself.Self-reflexivityincinemaislargelyamodeofaddressof
spectators.Itspeakstoothers.Self-reflexivityinvideoconferencing,onthe
otherhand,speakstotheselfinamodeofaddressthatcanbedescribed
as call for self-monitoring. But self-monitoring in a media environment like 
videoconferencing is self-monitoring taken to a second level. It is the critical 
reflection—andthusaself-reflexiveprocess—ofself-monitoring.Theconcept
ofself-monitoringwasintroducedbyMarkSnyderinthe1970s.Itfocuseson
howpeoplemonitortheirself-presentation,expressivebehavior,andnon-
verbalexpression—inshort,theirperformance—ininteractionwithothers,
knowing that others monitor their behavior as well. Self-monitoring is an 
establishedconceptinsociology,sonothingnewunderthesun.Butvideocon-
ferencinghasgivenself-monitoringanewvisibility.And,asaconsequence,it
hasopenedituptocriticalself-reflection.

Videoconferencing may be primarily conceived and used as a communication 
tool that mediates between two or more interlocutors. But it is just as much a 
monitoring tool of the self. To communicate with others in video conferences 
is to consciously and constantly monitor the self as imaged self/other. It is 
self-monitoring2.0.Thisisnotafundamentallynewphenomenonincom-
municationthroughmedia.Yetpandemicmedia,andvideoconferencingin
particular,havemadethismoreevidentthanever,andthushaveopeneditup
forthinkingaboutthereflectionoftheselfonscreen.Thisself-reflexivityhas
notbeensolicitedbyusers,butimposedbyvideoconferencesystems,andit
therefore is no longer only about the self. It is more and more also about the 
media—and what it does to the self. 
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Pandemic Platforms: 
How Convenience Shapes 
the Inequality of Crisis 

Joshua Neves and Marc Steinberg

This article examines how digital platforms responded 
to the COVID-19 crisis, showing how “pandemic 
platforms” exploit the present intersection of con-
venience and necessity. During the pandemic, plat- 
forms provide convenience-turned-necessity for  
stay-at-home consumers, even as platforms made  
use of stay-at-home orders to further exploit (and 
put at risk) their workforce. What we show are that 
convenience and risk are two sides of the same coin, 
shaping how platforms based on a logic of inter-
mediation further entrench themselves during the 
pandemic. This requires media studies to turn its 
attention towards the logic of intermediation,  
organization, and pandemic mediations to account for 
the ways platforms exploit the current crisis to fur-
ther entrench themselves via a combined appeal  
to convenience and risk.
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Pandemic platforms can be understood through the convergence of two 
bubbles.Thefirstisaspeculativebubblethatgaverisetothemonopolistic
platformsthathavecometodominatedigitallife.Thisfinancialbubblebegins
withthedot.comboomandbustofthelate1990s,andresurgedpost-2009,
when high risk and rapid return investments in tech companies transformed 
the industry by prioritizing speculative ventures over the long-term viability 
orutilityofstart-ups(Srnicek2016).Indeedtheterm“start-up”capturesthe
verylogicoffinancialbubbles.Thedot.comcrashforcedcompaniestofind
newavenuestoprofitability,shapingad-drivendatamining,ontheonehand,
andthee-commercegiantsthatdominatetheplatformeconomytoday,onthe
other. The second bubble is based on personal health and public safety and 
encapsulatespeople’severydayactivitiesduringtheCOVID-19crisis—albeitin
sharplydifferentways.Thisideaofthe“bubble”hasquicklybecomeadomi-
nantmetaphorforcoronavirus-eraco-isolationandco-habitation,suchas
healthandtravelbubbles,pandemicpods,andquaranteams.Canada’sdeputy
healthofficerevenframedone’spersonalspaceinthosetermsasheadvised
thenationto“stayinyourbubble”(“‘StayinYourBubble’”2020).Butwhile
pandemicbubblesarepopularlytiedtohealthandsecurity,itisalsoclearthat
theycanbedeeplyhazardous—includingscreenfatigueandaddiction,iso-
lationanddepression,andproblemsofaccess,attention,andableism(Gins-
burg,Mills,andRapp2020).

Thespeculativebubbleproducestheplatformeconomy;thepandemicbubble
remakesandintensifiesaspectsofit,withfinancialanalystslikeRoyalBankof
Canada’sJohnStackhousegoingsofarastocallthisthe“platformpandemic”
(2020).Inwhatfollows,webrieflyexaminehowplatformedlifeistransformed
bythecurrentcrisis,focusingontherelationshipbetweenessentialser-
vices and the experience of convenience (consumers),andhowthisnotionof
convenience generates risk and exposure for those who work to produce it 
(laborers).

Therearetwogeneralmodelsforunderstandingplatforms.Thefirstview,
commoninmediastudies,understandsplatformsasabasethatsupports
socialmediaandrelatedactivities:YouTube,Twitter,Twitch,Facebook,etc.
The second model is as an economic intermediary between two people or 
entitiestofacilitatefinancialtransactions(Eisenmann,Parker,andAlstyne
2006;Kokuryō1994;Steinberg2019).Sincethe2000s,transactionalplatforms
liketheFAANG(Facebook,Amazon,Apple,Netflix,Google)andBAT(Baidu,
Alibaba,Tencent)giants,amongmanyothers,havebecomeintermediaries
foreverydayexchange,displacingnewspapers,adagencies,filmtheatres,
booksellers,departmentstores,cloudproviders,taxis,hotels,andmuchelse.

What platform intermediaries provide consumers is convenience. The con-
venienceofnotgoingtoavideostore;ofnotre-enteringcreditcardinfor-
mationforeverytransaction;ofcallingadrivertoyourhomewithanapp;
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of internet-mediated transactions of all types. Tim Wu has described conve-
nienceinthetwenty-firstcenturyas“moreefficientandeasierwaysofdoing
personaltasks”and“perhapsthemostpowerfulforceshapingourindividual
livesandoureconomies”(Wu2018).Convenienceis,ofcourse,ahistorically
relativeconcept(Tierney1993).Convenienceisproducedbyaspace-timecom-
pression that gives rise to a feeling of ease linked historically to “increasing 
pressuresoftime”andtiedtothehistoricalriseoftheconsumersociety
(Shove2003,22).ConvenienceisalsowhatSianneNgaiwouldcallan
“aestheticcategory”(2012),onewhoseparameterschangeaccordingtothe
erainquestion.Asmobilizedhere,convenienceismorespecificallytiedto
thelureofimmediacyofferedbytechcompanies;the“prominentpromise
ofconvenience,withitsemphasisonimmediacyandinstantgratification”
(AppaduraiandAlexander2020,21)thatApparduraiandAlexanderfindatthe
heartoftheappealofSiliconValleycompaniesandtheirplatforms.Indeed,
convenience is crucial to how platforms disrupt existing industries and carve 
out new revenue streams for big tech. But amid critiques of data extraction 
andsurveillancecapitalism(Andrejevic2009;Zuboff2019),lessattentionhas
been given to how convenience structures the consumption or production 
sides of the platform economy—an issue that is exacerbated by the COVID 
crisis.

[Figure1]Pandemicplatformsmakeconvenienceessential(Source:NevesandSteinberg

2020, imagedesignbyTeaganLance)

The COVID pandemic transforms our relationship to platforms and to con-
veniencebyexpandingandnormalizingtheprotectivebubble(distancing,
sheltering,quarantine,etc.).Thisbubblebringswithittwosetsofdistinctions
that reorder our everyday activities: 

 – Essentialvs.non-essential(workers,tasks,items)
 – Remotevs.in-person(work,services,interactions).
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Inthiscontext,activitiesthatarebothremote and essential take the place of 
mostin-personactivities,likegoingtoworkortothegrocerystore,whichare
furthershiftedontoplatforms(fig.1).Thisistoobserveanimportanttrans-
formation: what was merely convenient just a few months ago has become 
infrastructuraltoeverydaylifeformanypeople.Putdifferently,thisintersec-
tion recasts convenience as an essential or necessary service. The impact of this 
shift for digital platforms is crucial and divisive. For the quarantined and the 
vulnerable,pandemicplatformsemergedasbasicservicesprovidingaccess
anddeliveryoffood,medicine,householditems,TVandmovies(streaming),
andcontactwithlovedones,students,andcoworkers(e.g.Zoom).Inanera
ofcontagion,remotenessandtheabsenceofhumantouchisatapremium,
and many platform intermediaries are well positioned to provide essential 
servicesatadistance.Amazon,asonepersonclosetothecompanyputsit,is
presentingitselfasthenewRedCross(LeeandNilsson2020).

[Figure2]Essentialandin-personplatformsproduceriskandexposure(Source:Nevesand

Steinberg2020, imagedesignbyTeaganLance)

Buttheconflationoftheessential and the convenient also obscures much 
about pandemic platforms. Not only does this pervasive discourse under-
stand platforms from the perspective of distancing and privileged con-
sumers—thosewhousecontactlessservicestoorder,receive,andrate—but
it diminishes how the production of convenience itself generates inequality 
andvulnerability.Thereare,ofcourse,importantreasonstoensureessential
services and minimize human contact. This is not in dispute. What concerns 
us here is how pandemic platforms exploit essential and in-person labor (see 
fig.2)inwaysthatintensifyriskandexposure(e.g.forgroceryclerks,nurses,
warehouse and delivery workers) and contribute to the consolidation of the 
platform industry. A recent headline captures the situation: “The Economy 
isReeling.TheTechGiantsSpyOpportunity”(Isaac2020).Insteadweneed
tore-askanoldquestion:whoproducesconvenienceandwhoconsumesit,
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andunderwhatconditions?Inthisway,thecurrentcrisisbothmakesvisible
already-existingprecarity—Amazonwarehouses,thegigeconomy,platform-
mediatedcontractworkers(ChenandSun2020;Scholz2017)—andintensifies
gigificationandself-responsibilitybyusingthecrisistomakethiswork
essential. It also presents new opportunities for political dissent and worker 
organization,notleastofwhichwerestrikesbyAmazonandInstacartworkers
(LermanandTiku2020).

As platformed convenience becomes the new normal amidst an ethical 
requirementtoflattenthecurveandensureaccesstobasics,afewcompanies
have emerged as the lead providers of essential-remote services. From the 
perspectiveofpandemicmedia,keyplatformslikeAmazon,Microsoft,Netflix,
WhatsApp,andZoomplayanoutsizedroleinshapingeverydaylife(inNorth
Americaandbeyond).Zoom,inparticular,isacrucialexampleofwhatweare
callingpandemicplatforms.Inthespanofafewmonths,ithasshiftedfrom
anichesubscriptionservicetoabasicinfrastructureusedforwork,happy
hours,andevenfunerals.InDecember2019,Zoomhadauserbaseof10mil-
lion.ByApril2020,Zoomclaimsithas“300milliondailymeetingparticipants”
(Warren2020).Ithasgonefromaminorsoftwaretobecomeaproprietary
eponym and a verb: let’s Zoom.

Zoom(likeSlack,Teams,andothers)bringsrenewedattentiontoteleworking,
nowexpandedwellbeyondtechjobsandprivilegeddigitalnomads,asan
everydaynecessity(Gregg2013).Thisincludes,inmanyareas,acrucialrolefor
live and asynchronous video for a wide range of jobs—from telemedicine to 
teaching.Intermsofhighereducation,andtheworkofmediastudiesinpar-
ticular,it ’samomentwhentheobjectofstudyalsobecomesaninfrastructural
condition.Thisisalsotopressuretheconceptualdistinction,suggestedabove,
separating consumers and producers in the platform economy. For all its 
analyticutility(Qiu,Gregg,andCrawford2014),thisseparationbegstheques-
tion of how to parse the range of activities carried out on platforms like Zoom: 
academicsproducecoursecontent,usetheplatformtoattendmeetingsand
conferences,holdofficehours,conductresearch(asinthecurrentfascination
withremoteethnography),andevenformpersonalrelationships.Studentsby
the same token both watch Zoom and also regularly generate their own con-
tent and uses.
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[Figure3]The“IYieldMyTime”memespeakstotherapidsignificanceofZoomandtheways

that media platforms penetrate all aspects of life during the COVID crisis. (Source: Screengrab 

from YouTube video: https://www.gq.com/story/lapd-i-yield-my-time-guy)

The rise of platforms like Zoom also points to the further outsourcing of public 
servicestoconsumerplatforms.Ontheonehand,evencommercialplatforms
like Instagram and WhatsApp have allowed for local communities to organize 
groceriesfortheelderly,amongothercommunityprojects.Ontheother
hand,thecurrentcrisishasenabledmultinationalcorporationstoextendtheir
influenceacrosstraditionalsocialsectors,includinghealthcare(Appleand
Google’scontacttracingapps),education(Zoom),postaldelivery(Amazon),
newsandpublicinformation(FacebookLive),andmuchelsebesides.Even
publichearingstakeplaceonprivateplatforms,exemplifiedperhapsbytheLA
PoliceDepartment’svirtualcommunitymeetinggoneviralvideo(fig.3).These
interventions,whichintensifychangesalreadyunderway,demandthatwe
turn our attention to how the platform economy seeks to reorder society. We 
must not only guard against the Uberization of social care and neighborhood 
life,butalsorefusetolettheseindustriessetthetermsforhowweinhabit
and respond to the current crisis.

This brief consideration of pandemic platforms has two general takeaways for 
COVID-eramediacritique.Thefirstisthatmediastudieshasmuchtogainby
thinking across platforms and not just those that deliver media content (Net-
flix,YouTube,Facebook).Instead,platforms’uniquemodeofintermediation 
cuts across multiple sectors—from online ordering to video streaming to 
healthmonitoring.Thisincludes,aswehavesuggestedhere,thewaysthat
convenienceandriskareconflatedbythelogisticaloperationsofthecurrent
crisis.Second,beyondthequestionofproductionandconsumptionthatwe
emphasizeabove,platformmediationalsoturnsourattentiontothecen-
trality of distribution and logistics(Cowen2014;LovinkandRossiter2018).In
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thiscontext,media/platforms,understoodas“civilizationalorderingdevices,”
play a critical role in administering our experience and understanding of crisis 
(Peters2015,5).

The consequences of intensifying platformed convenience (as both remote 
and essential) for our everyday habits and social operations will endure 
longafterthecoronavirusgoesthewayoftheSpanishfluorbecomesanew
normal. More than ever we need critical media perspectives that examine how 
crises—ofhealth,butalsoeconomic,political,racial,etc.—shapetheplat-
formed convenience that unevenly distributes basic services and risk media 
society(Neves2020).Thisincludes,asisforcefullytracedinthePirate Care 
syllabus,thegrowinggapbetweencareandnegligenceattheheartofthe
currentcrisis(Fragnitoet.al.2020).Herewerelyonbothquotidianandcon-
crete understandings of crisis—especially the experiences and mediations of 
everyday life during the coronavirus pandemic—as well as the fact that critique 
itself derives from the Greek krisis. AsWendyBrownputsit,“theprojectof
critique is to set the times right again by discerning and repairing a tear in 
justice through practices that are themselves exemplary of the justice that has 
beenrent”(Brown2005,6).Addressingcrisisiscentraltothecriticalproject
itself,andhencetodeepencritiquefromwithinplatformstudiesalsorequires
thatweattendtohowplatformsseizemomentsofcrisistoreconfigurethe
social. This involves connecting the political sense of crisis to its more recent 
technological consolidation. To rework Wendy Hui Kyong Chun’s critique of 
networkedtechnologies, in Updating to Remain the Same,that“habit+crisis=
update”(Chun2016),wemightsaythat:platforms+crisis=inequality.Thatis,
pandemicplatformsproduceconvenienceforsome,hazardforothers,and
financialconsolidationforelites.Inmanyregardsthisisafamiliarstoryof
exploitation and crisis. What is perhaps new about this mode of organization 
and extraction is the role of media platforms in redistributing convenience 
and necessity. Platform monopolies will just be waiting for the next crisis-
bubble to work this equation again.
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An Animated Tale of  
Two Pandemics 

Juan Llamas-Rodriguez

A fifty-second animated video uploaded to Instagram 
on May 21 by Indian artist Debjyoti Saha poignantly 
illustrates the contrast between how internal migrant 
workers and upper-middle-class Indians experienced 
the country’s pandemic lockdown. The video’s circu- 
lation on social media exposed the connections 
between these intra-national disparities and those of 
other nations around the world. In its transnational 
circulation, the video offers a glimpse into how the 
pandemic has further expanded the rift between 
global cosmopolitan elites and the millions that 
inhabit the Global South.
 
Anoft-repeatedrefrainintheearlyweeksoftheglobalCOVID-19pandemic
wasthat“weareallinthistogether.”Theassumptionbehindthisphrasewas
that,becauseavirusdoesnotsociallydiscriminate,theglobalpandemic
representedaneventthataffectedallgroupsofpeopleequally.Theactual
spread of the virus soon belied this ideology once reported rates of infection 
anddeathtollswereshowntopredominantlyaffectedpoorracialminorities.
Absent adequate access to healthcare and unable to stay at home for fear of 
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losingtheirsolesourcesofincome,disenfranchisedgroupsdisproportion-
atelysufferedthebruntofinfectionanddeath.Asthemonthswenton,the
pandemicrevealedanunevendistributionofharm,particularlyincountries
where leaders severely failed to respond promptly and decisively to protect 
publichealth. 

This uneven distribution of harm has been starkly evident in the case of India. 
OnMarch24,primeministerNarendraModiannouncedanationwidelock-
down starting at midnight. The rushed announcement and short time frame 
leftmillionsof“internalmigrants”(dailywagelaborersfromIndia’sruraltowns
working in urban informal sectors) essentially jobless with four hours’ notice 
to get back home. Some made it into packed trains heading back to their 
homestates,buttherestoftheseestimated139millionpeopleembarked
onthehomewardjourneybywhatevermeanstheycould(Bhowmick2020).
AsIndia’sstatesclosedtheirinternalborderstomitigatethevirusspread,
some migrants were trapped in government-run shelters. Most continued to 
walk for miles on empty highways with little money or food for weeks as the 
summerheatbuilt(N.Roy2020).Whilethoseinthecitiesfollowedshelter-in-
placeordersfromthecomfortoftheirhome,hundredsofinternalmigrants
havediednotbecauseofthevirusbutduetostarvation,exhaustion,travel
accidents,lackordenialofmedicalcare,suicides,andpolicebrutality.1

A50-secondanimatedvideobyMumbai-basedanimatorDebjyotiSaha
succinctlyillustratesthesedisparities.PostedonSaha’sInstagramprofileon
May21,theanimationshowstwoside-by-sidenarrativesofanupper-middle-
class man and a poor migrant man dealing with the restrictions instituted by 
thelockdown(fig.1).Whiletheformerfindscomfortinallsortsofrecreational
activitieswithinhishome,thelattersuffershunger,discrimination,and
unbearable heat in his attempt to travel back to his village. Within days of its 
publication,thevideostruckachordwithusers,gainingalmost2.5million
viewsonInstagramandachievingworldwidecirculation. 

1 The“Non-virusDeaths”projectspearheadedbyAman,KanikaSharma,Krushna,and
Thejesh GN has been tracking data about these other deaths related to the pandemic: 
https://thejeshgn.com/projects/covid19-india/non-virus-deaths/.
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[Figure1]DebjyotiSaha’svideousesironiccontrasttoemphasizetheclassdisparitiesshaping

experiences of lockdown during the pandemic. (Source: https://www.instagram.com/p/

CAcKQ41A-s7/)

The video’s most powerful rhetorical strategy is the use of ironic contrast by 
showing excerpts of what seem like two similar activities only to reveal that 
theirdistinctcontextsmakeaworldofdifference:sportsneakerswalking
onatreadmillversusbarefeetwalkingonthepavement;acoolbreezefrom
air conditioning versus the wind under a tree on the side of the road. Saha 
alternatesbetweenhorizontalandverticalsplit-frames,withthemiddle-class
manintheleftortophalfandthemigrantmanintherightorbottomhalf,
trainingtheviewertofirstwatchtheexampleofeconomicprivilegethen
confront the sight of disenfranchisement. Water from a shower head con-
trastswiththegreenishliquidcomingfromadisinfectanthose,anallusionto
thattimewhenauthoritiesinthecityofBareilly“sanitized”migrantworkers
bysprayingableachsolutionontheirunprotectedskinandeyes(fig.2).The
video ends with another allusion to a recent tragic event in India: the death 
of sixteen exhausted migrants who fell asleep on the train tracks and were 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CAcKQ41A-s7/
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killedbyanoncomingtraininAurangabad(MN2020). Breakingthepreviously
establishedconventionbypositioningthemigrantworkeronthetophalf,this
frame pointedly signals us to rethink how we have been viewing the relation-
ship between the two halves thus far.

[Figure2]DebjyotiSaha’svideousesironiccontrasttoemphasizetheclassdisparitiesshaping

experiences of lockdown during the pandemic. (Source: https://www.instagram.com/p/

CAcKQ41A-s7/)

DebjyotiSaha’ssimple2-Danimationandcollageaestheticsaccentuatethe
video’ssocialcritique.Settingsandobjectsarespecificenoughtodenoteclass
differencesyetgenericenoughtoimplicateabroadpublic.Inashortmontage
contrastingthefoodoptionsofthetwomen,thebackgroundonthepoor
man’ssideisacollageofIndiannewspapers,suggestingnotonlytheman’s
lack of plates to eat on but also the news’ complicity in ignoring the plight of 
peoplelikehim.Althoughathickblacklinealwaysdividesthestories,wehear
thediegeticsoundeffectsfrombothsidesatonce.Thestylevisuallyseparates
the two men’s lived realities while aurally reminding us of their co-temporality. 
Its ominous soundtrack (an excerpt from the score for Dunkirk) accentuates 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CAcKQ41A-s7/
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the tragedy at the intersection of its twin stories: ignoring the situation of 
the poor man is what allows the rich man to enjoy his quarantined time 
unbothered.Thesearenotjustcontrastingstories;theyarerelationaland
interdependent.Attheend,whenthetrainhornblaresandalightapproaches
thepoormigrantman,presumablyabouttorunhimover,therichmansleeps
soundly(fig.3).

[Figure3]DebjyotiSaha’svideousesironiccontrasttoemphasizetheclassdisparitiesshaping

experiences of lockdown during the pandemic. (Source: https://www.instagram.com/p/

CAcKQ41A-s7/)

Thisanimatedtaleoftwovastlydifferentexperiencesofthepandemicwas
the most popular entry in Saha’s Korona video series about long-standing 
tensionsandriftsinIndiansocietylaidbarebythepandemic.Sahamodifies
coronaas“Korona”tosignal“don’t,”themeaningofthewordinBengali.“Itis
a wordplay on all the things people shouldn’t be doing during this coronavirus 
pandemic,”headmits.Anearlyvideointheseriesfeaturesadoctortryingto
explain the lack of resources to deal with the rising virus infections but being 
overwhelmed by banging pots and pans. Another video features a woman at 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CAcKQ41A-s7/
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apharmacyraciallyprofilinganAsianman,anAfricanman,andanArabman
byassociatingthemwithdifferentviruses.Sahapublishedthevideosonhis
Instagrampage,wheretheyregularlyloggedanywherebetween50,000and
100,000viewseach.InaninterviewwiththeHindustan Times,theanimator
explainedthat“Publicmemoryisshortandnewsfadesaway,butIhopethe
message[ofthesevideos]stays”(quotedinRao2020).

Inparticular,themessageofthe“twotales”videosoonfoundresonance
around the world. While the black line dividing the two narratives signals 
socialdifferenceswithinIndia,thepopularityandwidespreadcirculation
of the video illustrate the similarities between India’s disparities and those 
aroundtheworld.AcrossLatinAmerica,thevideoacquirednotorietyfollow-
ing its publication on the social media accounts for AJ+ en Español with the 
provocativetag“¿Vivimostodoslamismapandemia?”(Dowealllivethesame
pandemic?)Indeed,IfirstcameacrossthevideowhenMexicanjournalist
Gabriela Warkentin tweeted the AJ+postwiththecaption:“EslaIndia,pero
podríaserMéxicoytantoslugaresmás.”(It ’sIndia,butitcouldbeMexicoand
manyotherplaces.) AkintothemillionsofinternalmigrantsinIndia,countries
inLatinAmericarelyheavilyoninformalmarkets,andleadersincountrieslike
Mexico and Brazil were unable or unwilling to proactively support poor com-
munitiesaffectedbythepandemic(Rivers2020).Bysummer2020,theUnited
NationsDevelopmentProgrammewarnedthattheunfetteredriseinCOVID-19
cases,growingfoodinsecurity,andthecomingeconomicrecessioninmost
countries in the region would exacerbate already stark inequalities (Luiselli 
2020;Santos2020).

Throughitsonlinecirculation,thevideomanagestotransformthereferentfor
“we”inthe“weareinthistogether”refrain.Itaddressesaglobalcosmopolitan
audience,understoodasatransnationalnetworkofurbanelites(Cheah2006)
thatwouldhavethetime,resources,andlaborstabilitytobewatchingthe
video on their online feeds. While the incidents alluded to in the poor man’s 
narrativeinvokespecificeventsinIndia,thereferencesintherichman’sstory
includerecentsocialmediafadssuchasDalgonacoffee,Zoomparties,andthe
“Laxed(SirenBeat)”danceonTikTok.Despitebeingspreadacrossdifferent
countries,thecosmopolitanaudience,insomeways,livesthepandemic
together through this shared media online. Yet the video explicitly divides this 
publicfromtheglobalmarginalized.Thatotherpublic,representedbythe
poorman,hasnoaccesstothesesharedmedia.Instead,theywalkeveryday;
bravetheheat,exhaustion,andthevirus;andplungefurtherintopoverty.
Excludedfromtheglobal“we,”thisotherpublicisinsteadtheglobal“they.”

“They”belongtowhatscholarsoftenrefertoasthedeterritorializedgeog-
raphy and subaltern relational position of the Global South. Rather than 
categorizingnation-statesashavesandhave-nots,theconceptoftheGlobal
South illuminates how the uneven transnational spread of racial capitalism 
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upholds rich elites in so-called poor countries and maintains subjugated 
peopleswithinthebordersofso-calledwealthycountries(Prashad2013).It ’s
India,butitcouldbeMexicoandmanyotherplaces.TheGlobalSouthexists
inrelationtothecosmopolitanelitesthatbenefitfromitsexploitation.In
manynationsinLatinAmerica,forinstance,wealthycitizensreturningfrom
EuropetripsfirstintroducedtheCOVID-19virusbutthenpoorercitizenswho
keptworkinginformalandinformalsectorssuffereditsworsteffects(Stott
andSchipani2020).Mostoftheeuphemisticallytitled“essentialworkers”and
“pandemicheroes”areinfactworking-classandmigrantpeoplebearingthe
risk of infection and death to support daily (and often leisure) services for 
everyoneelse(Hammonds,Kerrissey,andTomaskovic-Devey2020).Inthis
regard,theSahavideonotonlyillustratesanintra-nationaldivisionbutalso
exposes the networks of complicity perpetuated by cosmopolitan audiences 
around the world. 

InApril,ArundhatiRoyexaminedtheIndianresponsetothepandemicand
argued that “pandemics have forced humans to break with the past and 
imaginetheirworldanew.Thisoneisnodifferent”(2020).Imaginingtheworld
anew,however,willrequireadmittingthereareatleasttwo worldssuffering
through the pandemic and contending with the rift between the two—a rift 
the pandemic only further exacerbates.
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Vulnerabilities and  
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Notes on Approaching 
Film Festivals in  
Pandemic Times 
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Film festivals are hit particularly hard in pandemic 
times. Safety regulations restrict festivals in core 
activities and organizations suffer from the ensuing 
economic shock. The global health crisis interferes 
in the logics of the global art film economy, which is 
paced by an annual festival and award season rhythm. 
The impact of COVID-19 on film festivals, however, 
cannot be generalized. These notes distinguish film 
festivals on a continuum between film-driven and 
festival-driven events, remind scholars to consider 
the diverging vulnerabilities in the film festival eco-
system, and end with a call to combine a tradition in 
case-study-based scholarship with large-scale data 
projects to face the challenge of theorizing transitions 
in the film festival ecosystem. 
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On April 9, 2020 I took a seat behind the computer to attend the Zoom 
event “Screen Talks: moving film festivals online during Covid-19.”1 The 
inaugural event of the online Screen Talks program discussed opportunities 
and challenges for film festivals during COVID-19. While Screen editor Matt 
Mueller engaged three guests2 in conversation, attendees used the chat to 
flag presence and send amiable greetings to the group. It was this chat space 
and the sense of community evoked through a spontaneous presence check 
that added urgency and connectivity to the online event. It took well over 
10 minutes before everybody who felt compelled had been able to express 
presence.

The conversation that evolved over one hour touched upon several pressing 
issues in the festival world: choosing between moving online, postponement, 
and cancellation, the status of world premieres, rights online, geo-blocking, 
IT solutions, the problem of revenue loss, what the big festivals would do 
and how this would impact the lifecycle of films and the award season. In 
addition, anticipated long-term effects were mentioned. One hoped festivals 
would reap the benefits of their forced digital adventures and expected they 
would continue working with online programs, in particular because of the 
advantages of increased access and diversification of audiences. At the same 
time the sentiment that the value of the theatrical experience would not be 
lost—and may even emerge stronger from this crisis—found resonance as 
well. Despite celebration of the connectivity gained, the longing for “real” con-
tact persisted. 
 
The Zoom event constituted an early public discussion on the future of film 
festivals in pandemic times. It offered a useful practical inventory of the 
immediate concerns of professionals working for festivals and a preview 
of debates that will need to be conducted more rigorously in the months 
and years to come. Despite local differences and a high level of uncertainty 
about future developments, it is safe to say the festival ecosystem is severely 
challenged by the enfolding crisis, and that this, in its turn, in time, will require 
film scholars to reassess the tools and frames they use to make sense of 
world cinemas and contemporary media industries in which film festivals 
traditionally take on nodal roles (Andrew 2010; Chaudhuri 2005; de Valck 2006; 
White 2015). Knowledge of what happens in the professional field will be indis-
pensable for the task ahead of us, and close monitoring of developments, I 
contend, will have to precede new theorizing. These notes on approaching fes-
tivals in pandemic times are a reminder to distinguish amongst the multitude 

1 The video stream of the talk was recorded and can be watched here: https://www.
screendaily.com/news/screen-talk-the-challenges-and-opportunities-for-film-festivals-
during-covid-19/5148961.article.

2 CPH:DOX director Tine Fischer, BFI director of festivals Tricia Tuttle, and executive 
director and director of programming at Miami Film Festival Jaie Laplante.

https://www.screendaily.com/news/screen-talks-the-challenges-and-opportunities-for-film-festivals-during-covid-19/5148961.article
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of festival events when assessing vulnerabilities and resiliency within the film 
festival ecosystem before, during, and after COVID-19. 

Film and Festival
Of the two key components of film festivals—the films and the festival—it is 
the festival form that appeared most vulnerable in pandemic times. Con-
fronted with safety regulations or lockdowns many film festivals were quick 
to respond by making (selections) of their programs available through digital 
platforms (de Valck and Damiens 2020).3 Having adapted to digital delivery 
standards in the early 2010s, technical options for moving films online were 
readily available and relatively easy to achieve by festivals partnering with 
platform providers. While films migrated online quite smoothly, creative 
attempts to emulate the festival experience online proved to be more 
complicated. Virtual talks, Q&As, cocktail parties, and markets differ from 
their physical counterparts in atmosphere and affordances. Once the initial 
excitement of online experimentation had waned off and screen time fatigue 
set in, virtual festivals are, simply put, less festive and therefore less effective 
in achieving some of their purposes.  

The symbiotic relation between films and festival that is forged at film festival 
events is worth unpacking a bit further, because ties are far from uniform 
across events. Some festivals serve the films. At others, the films serve the 
festival. Cannes can serve as emblematic case at one side of the spectrum. On 
the opposite side we find a myriad of audience events (Peranson 2008). I will 
take mountain film festivals, an arbitrary choice of genre, as my example here. 
Cannes is famous as well as notorious for its “hoopla”—the hype and buzz, 
glitz and glamour, the indulgence and opulent pleasures, the scandals, sun, 
and sex (Sklar 1996; Bart 1997; Pascal 1997; Schwartz 2007; Jungen 2014). It 
is this affective and experiential decoration of the event that lubricates the 
business of international film industries and drives circulation of prime pro-
duct globally. Festival serves film.4 Mountain film festivals are events where 
adventure sports enthusiasts gather to watch films. The social and communal 
aspects of the festival are crucial to their popularity, and many festival visitors 
have prior affiliations through climbing clubs or outdoor gear stores (Frohlick 
2005, 177). Their engagement with the narratives and imaginaries of the films 

3 See the special dossier Film Festivals and COVID-19 in NECSUS_European Journal of 
Media Studies for reviews of various case studies (de Valck, Damiens 2020).

4 Please note that the use of the word ‘film’ in this context is not elaborated upon and 
deployed to contrast with the word ‘festival.’ More precise would be to write that 
the festival form facilitates film business or supports the functioning of a global film 
economy. Tensions between festivals’ commitments to serve the interest of film as an 
industry versus film as art form, however, have always existed and are a recurrent point 
of discussion and critique, in which the term ‘film’ (as art) is typically contrasted with 
‘business’ (of film). 
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constitutes a welcome occasion to form and perform identities that hold  
social significance in the peer group. The films screened at mountain film 
festivals, in other words, are vehicles for mountaineering communities to 
investigate, articulate, and negotiate shared discourses. Films are conducive 
to the purpose of the festival. While many film festivals ought to be placed 
somewhere on the continuum between these two extreme poles, a pertinent 
question to ask is whether the impact of COVID-19 is felt differently on either 
side?

Impact of COVID-19
It is evident that festivals are hit particularly hard in pandemic times. In 
anticipation of a vaccine for COVID-19 safety regulations are required to 
prevent spread of the virus, and as long as social distancing is the norm film 
festivals are restricted in core activities. Antonyms for festival–described as 
“social gathering or enjoyable activity to celebrate something”–are solitude, 
isolation, and lack of company.5 At a first glance, the festival-driven events, 
like the mountain film festivals mentioned above, therefore appear to be 
heavily affected by the COVID-19 containment measures, precisely because 
the collective festival experience, the social gathering, constitutes such an 
essential part of their mission. The Dutch Mountain Film Festival (DMFF) for 
example states:

The film festival is the moment when memories become shared. It 
communicates and accounts for these, and excites and entertains 
its audience. The film festival provides new insights, education and 
inspiration. The festival is the platform for meeting film producers, 
adventurers, as well as old mountain comrades, in the ambience of a 
mountain refuge. It is like a mountain expedition, where new vistas open 
out after every corner.6 

By promoting the festival as meeting place and memory site (Nora 1986; 
see de Valck 2006, 138) DMFF emphasizes the significance of onsite festival 
encounters for its event. Such a firm commitment to physical encounters 
was also apparent in the way COVID-19 was handled by the principal player 
in the field. The Canadian BANFF Mountain Film Festival, which supplies films 
to the local hosts of the BANFF Mountain Film Festival World Tour, pointedly 
did not chose to move the tour online, but initially opted for postponing 
events in Europe. Only when the number of COVID-19 infections and deaths 
continued to increase, BANFF decided to cancel all events for the remaining 

5 For a full list of antonyms go to https://www.wordhippo.com/what-is/the-opposite-of/
festival.html.

6 Website Dutch Mountain Film Festival. Accessed June 15, 2020. https://www.dmff.eu/en/
about-dmff/vision-and-mission/.

https://www.wordhippo.com/what-is/the-opposite-of/festival.html
https://www.dmff.eu/en/about-dmff/vision-and-mission/
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part of the 2020 tour. Particularly telling is the way compensation was han-
dled. Prospective festival visitors who had purchased tickets for the tour were 
addressed as “dear BANFF fans” and offered two alternatives; either a new 
streaming platform, where festival tickets could be exchanged for streaming 
vouchers or the option to receive a voucher for the World Tour 2021.7 Looking 
at communication and platform interface it is striking how clearly the 
streaming platform is distinguished from the festival. Where other festivals 
attempt to emulate their events in virtual forms, the BANFF World Tour did not 
eventify the new platform, but instead set it apart from the festival proper. 
They seem to have sensed that when the purpose of a film festival surpasses 
the screening of films, the void that is left by cancellation of physical events 
cannot be filled with online offerings exclusively. 

On the film-driven side of events the cards are shuffled differently. His-
torically, film festivals are a product of the analogue age, where they con-
stituted politically endorsed solutions to the growing power of globally 
operating film oligopolies (de Valck 2006). Film festivals were strategically 
positioned outside existing distribution and exhibition markets to create 
visibility for national cinemas and support their circulation. As the number 
of film festivals worldwide increased the global network that was formed 
displayed strict hierarchical stratification (Loist 2016), with a small number of 
top festivals taking up nodal positions in a global art film economy–combining 
multiple functions as cultural gatekeepers, market places, media events–and 
the rest assuming retail functions as aggregators of prime films launched at 
the wholesale events (Bachmann 2000) and/or as outlet for a variety of niche 
products, like mountain films.

In the contemporary digital age, however, the original access problem has lost 
part of its urgency. Possibilities to distribute media content and aggregate 
films have exponentially increased (Iordanova and Cunningham 2012; Tryon 
2013; Smits 2019), and festivals have seen platform-based companies enter the 
market and take on roles as aggregators and producers of content formerly 
typified as festival product (Shattuc 2019; Smits and Nikdel 2019). As a result of 
the advanced digitized state of the film and media industries—in which digital 
platforms (e.g. Withoutabox, Vimeo, YouTube) also facilitate processes of fes-
tival submission, review, and sales—festival programs could be moved online 
relatively easily from a technological point of view. Decisions to do so, or 
rather opt for postponing or cancelation, were not only a matter of crisis man-
agement, but involved careful consideration of the strategic interests of the 
various stakeholders involved, and awareness of possible long-term repercus-
sions on dynamics and power relations in the media industries at large.  
On the film-driven side of festivals, the global health crisis interferes most 
clearly in the logics of the global art film economy, which is paced by an 

7 See https://banff-tour.de/en/veranstaltungsinformationen.
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annual festival and award season rhythm. In this economy, the top festivals 
exert crucial gatekeeping functions through eventified processes of sym-
bolic consecration (Elsaesser 2005; English 2008; de Valck 2016). A look at 
Cannes’s handling of the 2020 edition sheds light on the interests involved for 
a festival at the helm of the system. The Festival de Cannes 2020 was initially 
postponed from May to June, and when the pandemic was not brought under 
control, a split between the two core activities was made. The Marché du 
Cinema, the world’s premier film market, was moved online and took place 
from June 22-26. Registration was available from 95 Euros up (early bird fee), 
including one-year access to Cinando,8 the online database of film projects 
and professional networking and streaming service of the Marché du Film. 
This streaming service was used to hold market screenings during the online 
edition of the Cannes film market. The official competitions and out-of-
competition programs, on the other hand, were not moved online. Instead, 
on June 3, the festival presented an official 2020 selection list that included 
56 titles with the Cannes hallmark of approval.9 The list included feature 
films and shorts as well as classics, all to be released in cinemas carrying the 
Cannes logo. Choosing distinct strategies for market and festival appears 
riveted on the hope, prevalent in the festival’s offices in Cannes and Paris, 
that 2020 will remain an anomaly year, after which everybody will go back to 
business as usual. Hosting the market in virtual forms ensured continuation 
of pipeline business for future years, while not hosting a virtual version of the 
competition programs protects the festival-model in which cultural legiti-
mization and prestige are traditionally linked to theatrical exhibition as a pre-
mier release window. The allegiance to theaters is buttered thickly by Thierry 
Frémaux in his official statement about the selection:

To be adamant in our decision to deliver an Official Selection is ultimately, 
for the Festival, the best way to help cinema, as well as focus on the films 
that will be released in theaters in the coming months. The reopening 
of cinemas, after months of closure, is a crucial issue. The Cannes Film 
Festival intends to accompany these films and support their careers in 
France and abroad, as well as confirm the importance of theaters as in 
what makes the value of the Seventh Art. We know that many festivals are 
taking the same position.

The statement closes with an incisive appeal on audiences, “Viva il cinema! See 
you in the movie theatres.”10 

8 Available at www.cinando.com. 
9 See Festival de Cannes, “Announcement of the 2020 Official Selection,” accessed June 3, 

2020, video, 43:20, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vbcvBAXYZCQ. 
10 See Website Festival de Cannes, “About the Official 2020 Selection,” accessed June 15, 

2020, http://www.cannes2020.festival-cannes.com/%C3%A0-propos?lang=en.  
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While many festivals did explore digital routes to connect to audiences, 
the hesitance and reserve of industry players, including the major festivals 
themselves, to embrace platform aggregation in lieu of festival curation is 
indicative of the anxiety over tech companies’ growing power in the field (see 
Srnicek 2016; van Dijck, Poell and de Waal 2018). 

Vulnerabilities and Resiliency in the Film  
Festival Ecosystem

Approaching film festivals from a scholarly perspective in pandemic times 
ought to start by taking note of the individual situation of events. Use of stake-
holder theory is common to map various interests involved (Rhyne 2009; Ooi 
and Pedersen 2010) and elucidate the position and function of festivals in their 
local, regional, and international contexts. Generalizations about the impact 
of COVID-19 on festivals are, at the time of writing this—a couple of months 
into the pandemic—premature, albeit perhaps one: In the short-term, the fes-
tivals’ biggest problem is financial. How can film festival organizations survive 
COVID-19 when there are limited ways to generate alternative income? Mon-
etization of online content is tricky, while straight-out cancellation of events 
results in sure loss of revenues and fees, loss of sponsoring, and a drop of 
interest in merchandise. The COVID-19 economic shock will come down hard 
on film festivals.11 Uncertainty about extended lockdowns, second waves, and 
possible implementation of safety regulations for several years to come leads 
to less funding options. The recession caused by the pandemic, moreover, will 
force a range of companies to cut sponsor budgets, so new fundraising needs 
to be taken on while rising unemployment figures impact audience demand. 
Few organizations have sufficient reserves to withstand the economic shock 
without support and are challenged in achieving a healthy funding mix. 
It is the economic crisis rather than the pandemic then that exposes key 
vulnerabilities in the film festival ecosystem. In Europe, where governmental 
support programs and relief funds for the cultural sector are made available, 
two things are apparent: capital reserved for arts and culture is relatively 
modest, and support prioritizes established cultural institutions. Typically, 
these include the larger film festivals that already receive structural subsidies 
and have an industry function to sustain.12 In other words, it is the film-driven 

11 See, for example, staff cuts at North American festivals: South by Southwest laid off 
50 employees (33%). Variety, March 9 2020, https://variety.com/2020/music/news/
sxsw-lays-off-one-third-of-employees-in-heartbreaking-step-1203528553/; Toronto 
International Film Festival announced to lay off 31 full-time staffers (17%) CBS News, 
June 23, 2020, https://www.cbc.ca/news/entertainment/tiff-layoffs-1.5623910; and the 
Sundance Institute cut 24 positions (13%). Indiwire, July 1, 2020, https://www.indiewire.
com/2020/07/sundance-layoffs-cut-staff-budgets-labs-1234570905/.

12 In a post COVID-19 world, greening of international film festivals with their heavy 
trafficking of guests and visitors, could emerge high on the agenda, and pose the 

https://variety.com/2020/music/news/sxsw-lays-off-one-third-of-employees-in-heartbreaking-step-1203528553/
https://www.indiewire.com/2020/07/sundance-layoffs-cut-staff-budgets-labs-1234570905/
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side of the earlier sketched continuum of film festivals that receives support. 
Will the rest bounce back as well, or will COVID-19 constitute the turning point 
after an age of festivalisation? It is too early to tell. What we can say is that 
moving towards the festival pole this question becomes more and more inter-
twined with the resiliency and resources of festivals’ support communities. 
The proliferation of film festivals has been described and analyzed by scholars 
positioning themselves as part of a new subfield of film festival studies (see de 
Valck and Loist 2009; de Valck and Loist 2013; Iordanova 2013).13 In the context 
of COVID-19 I want to draw special attention to the conceptual frames that 
elucidate the appeal of festivals as physical events. Following Janet Harbord 
(2009) and Odile Goerg (1999), Lindiwe Dovey, for example, emphasizes fes-
tivals’ liveness in her reading of the popularity of festivals. She argues: “It is 
the participants at film festivals who bring the possibility of the contingent 
with them, and with this human contingency and face-to-face collectivity also 
comes the possibility of disruption and, thus, perhaps some kind of change 
to the status quo” (Dovey 2015, 15). Ethnographic studies of festival audiences 
too, emphasize the attraction of being there, live; the physical pleasure of 
watching films together and favored experience of “coming closer” to industry 
professionals (Dickson 2015; Xu and Reijnders 2018). Understandings of fes-
tival encounters have been further refined by including attention to the role 
of friendships and collaborations (Damiens 2020). When we take a cue from 
these scholars and concentrate our perspective on the possibilities generated 
at festivals through their enabling of social contact and affective labor we may 
get a good sense of what type of resources can be tapped into, in addition to 
the much needed economic support to face the challenges posed by COVID-19. 
Friends and funding, that is in short what film festivals need more than ever 
in pandemic times. In what proportions heavily depends on each festival’s 
individual situation and needs, which is to be observed on a case by case 
basis.

Film festival studies has a strong tradition in case-study-based research 
and is well equipped to take on the task of monitoring what happens at 
individual film festivals. Assessing how the film festival ecosystem as a whole 
may be impacted by COVID-19, however, requires a new set of tools. A few 
scholars have begun the work of collecting larger sets of data to map film 
festival landscapes regionally and historically (e.g. van Vliet 2018; Peirano 
2020; Vallejo 2020) and study film circulation through festivals (Loist and 
Samoilova 2019). It is such work that will enable the tracking and tracing of 
mutations in regional contexts and confirm or contradict expectations about 
diverging vulnerabilities. Anno 2020 the film festival ecosystem is dotted 

challenge of lowering festivals’ footprint while sustaining their crucial networking 
function.

13 Updates on the 2009 and 2013 annotated bibliographies of film festival research are pro-
vided at www.filmfestivalresearch.org. 
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with small festival organizations that rely on volunteer labor, community 
encouragement, eclectic support networks, and creative fundraising. Typ-
ically, these are festival-driven events. I would not be surprised if, consid-
ering their strong dependence on human capital, the effect of COVID-19 on 
such events is temporary. The longing for “real” contact will not disappear 
as the first Screen Talks alluded to and people are likely to reassume their 
affective investments in cultural encounters when opportunities arise. It is 
also clear that developments on the opposite side of the continuum will be 
couched in a power play of economic, geopolitical, and cultural interests. It 
is the space in between—the mid-sized festivals that have professionalized 
their organizations but are devoid of solid financing and depend on incidental 
sponsoring and funds—that may be most at risk; they need a lot of friends 
to make up for a lack of funds. For the moment, this remains speculation. By 
combining the wealth of case-study based contextual knowledge with large-
scale projects that map and analyze the long-term impact of COVID-19 our 
film festival landscapes, film festival scholars will have a solid base to rethink 
festivalization in pandemic times. 
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Theme Parks in the 
Time of the COVID-19 
Pandemic

Rebecca Williams

This piece explores the impact of the coronavirus in 
2020 on theme park spaces and their fans. It outlines 
the ways that fans maintained connections to favorite 
physical sites, even when they were unable to visit 
these places. It also considers the debates surround-
ing the reopening of themed spaces, and how these 
mapped onto pre-existing political allegiances and 
highlighted divisions surrounding civil liberties and 
the concept of freedom.
 
When the COVID-19 pandemic began to sweep across the world, one of the 
first industries to be affected was the tourism sector. As museums, galleries, 
and leisure sites began to close, the impact on one specific form of tourist 
site—the theme park—became clearer. From national theme parks such as 
Denmark’s famous Tivoli Gardens, Hong Kong’s Ocean Park, and Efteling in 
the Netherlands through to the international giants of Disney and Universal, 
gates to theme park spaces were shuttered around the globe. Indeed, for 
the first time in history, there was a period when every one of the six Disney 
theme parks in the world (in California, Florida, Paris, Tokyo, Hong Kong, and 
Shanghai) were closed. Whilst these sites have slowly begun to reopen (Dis-
ney’s Shanghai Disneyland reopened in May 2020, with its France, Florida, and 
Japan parks following in July 2020), the temporary closure of themed spaces 
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that have a dedicated fan base and frequent visitors offers a unique chance 
to consider how connections to such spaces were continued during the lock-
downs of the coronavirus pandemic. 

Broader “media or participatory fandom refers to loosely interlinked inter-
pretive communities, mainly comprising women and spanning a wide range 
of demographics in terms of age, sexuality, economic status, and national, 
cultural, racial and ethnic backgrounds, formed around various popular 
cultural texts” (Pande 2019, 2). Such fans typically form communities with one 
another, often through online platforms, and produce “fan works including 
fan fiction, fan art, meta commentary, and fan videos” (Pande 2019, 2). For 
many fans, there is a spatial element to their fandom and “media fans often 
have strong emotional interests in finding and visiting sites related to their 
favorite films, TV shows or celebrities. … Engaging in acts of tourism can offer 
fans opportunities to learn more about fan objects, immerse themselves in 
fictional worlds, and make connections with others who share their interests” 
(Williams 2019, 98). For other fans, however, it is specific places or locations 
that are the source and focus of their fandom and “it is possible to be a fan of 
a destination, location or place and considers the resultant fan practices and 
discourses when it is particular places or spaces themselves that are the focal 
point for fandom” (Williams 2020, 49). Theme park fans fall into this group. 
There are many fans of Disney more broadly, for example, who undertake fan 
practices such as writing fanfiction (Maier 2017) or engaging in cosplay (the 
act of dressing in costumes that represent certain characters) (Winge 2019, 
169). For theme park fans, however, it is the act of visiting the physical sites 
themselves that is central to their engagement, as well as planning for these 
visits, recording photos and experiences, and discussing the parks online with 
others on message boards and social media sites. 

For such devoted theme park fans, the advent of the coronavirus caused an 
inevitable rupture in these fan activities. For many dedicated visitors this 
instigated a sense of mourning and collective loss, especially for those living in 
the local areas near to the California and Florida Disney sites and who visited 
frequently. Theme parks fans have typically become used to such feelings 
of loss when favourite attractions or rides have been replaced or removed. 
They may find themselves “entrenched in a perpetual and oftentimes nerve-
wracking sense of physical evolution … the landscape of Walt Disney World 
[and all theme parks] is always changing, and remains unstable and forever 
‘incomplete’” (Kiriakou 2017, 105). This can pose a threat to fans’ identities or 
sense of security in the spaces that they love (Williams 2020) since these can 
change at any time. In moments of heightened global uncertainty such as the 
pandemic, such threats may be felt even more intensely; if one cannot visit their 
favourite places such as theme parks (or more broadly, any physical location 
that has meaning) they may become anxious and unsure. The pandemic thus 
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offers the chance to examine reactions to temporary closures or lack of access 
to favourite spaces. 

For those who are fans of sites that are closed during the pandemic, attempts 
to recreate the experience of being there offer a way to maintain a sense of 
closeness and, also, to try to deal with any anxieties that may arise from the 
temporary loss of being able to visit. In response, some Disney fans attempted 
to recreate rides and shows at home, to cook their favourite recipes from 
the parks, and to reminisce about their previous visits. The theme parks 
themselves sought to maintain connections with visitors, posting official 
recipes for classic foods such as Disney’s Beauty and the Beast ‘grey stuff’ des-
sert (McClintock 2020) or cakes from Woody’s Lunch Box in Toy Story Land 
(Dunlap 2020). Universal Orlando Resort also sought to engage its absent fans 
with recipes from around the parks and hotels on its official blog (2020). The 
ability to make food and drink associated with a place that was unattainable 
enabled fans to maintain connections through familiar tastes, smells, and 
textures and to try to recreate physical embodied experiences in their own 
homes during lockdown. Indeed, as one online article noted, “a near-universal 
sentiment is that what people are missing isn’t a specific attraction, or their 
favorite snack, but an emotional connection that’s impossible to replicate” (Ren-
shaw 2020). In trying to recreate attractions and experiences in their domestic 
spaces, these fans attempted to keep that emotional connection alive. 

However, the reopening of themed sites also offered interesting and perhaps 
unexpected chances to explore the links between fan attachments and more 
political debates. Such examples work against the commonly held belief 
that theme park sites are frivolous or even “a force for social ill” (Kokai and 
Robson 2020, 6) and that those who frequent them are no more than “con-
sumption-driven cultural dupes” (Williams 2020, 12). For instance, when the 
reopening of both Universal Orlando Resort and Walt Disney World in Florida 
was announced, visitors on social media were divided. The strict social dis-
tancing rules that theme parks needed to enforce, alongside a requirement for 
wearing face masks, were welcomed by those who accepted the inevitability 
of a change in behaviour and experience in “the new normal” of the post-pan-
demic theme park. However, others rejected these demands, arguing that 
such limitations would adversely impact the enjoyment of the theme park 
experience, that such a reduced experience (lacking, for example, fireworks, 
parades, and character meetings) was poor value-for-money and, in some 
extreme cases, that such requests were an infringement of an individual’s civil 
liberties. In these examples, the social media channels and Facebook groups 
usually devoted to planning tips or sharing experiences became hotly con-
tested sites of political discourse, with posters often fiercely disagreeing with 
one other and dividing across partisan lines. 



140 Pandemic Media

As journalist Dan Kois summarizes:

As has happened in many discussions about safety precautions during 
the pandemic, the comments [on theme park websites] were soon over-
whelmed by visitors who viewed safety precautions as an impingement 
on their personal liberty: “Masks?? Temperature readings before 
entering?? Sounds to me like you’re pushing New World order kind of 
things and I’m not here for it.” Some annual pass holders declared they 
were finished with Disney forever. Others swore they’d attend but pro-
claimed they wouldn’t be wearing face masks. Wrote one commenter: “I 
do care about other people and safety, the issue is that I care about free-
dom more.” (Kois 2020)

Universal Orlando Resort was one of the first to re-open in Florida on 5 
June 2020, with Walt Disney World beginning a phased reopening from 11 
July 2020. Despite not being the first to throw open its gates to guests, WDW 
has attracted the majority of the criticism for restarting operations during 
the ongoing pandemic. This has been especially pertinent since the state of 
Florida witnessed a wave of new infections and a steady rise in cases and 
deaths from COVID-19 as the resort reopened (Wisel 2020). Whilst both UOR 
and WDW have taken a number of health and safety precautions, including 
increased sanitation, mandatory masks, removing character meet-and-greets, 
and eliminating high-crowd events such as parades and fireworks shows, 
criticisms remain. Many have voiced their disapproval via social media, others 
in more creative ways; when WDW released an apparently reassuring video 
to welcome guests ‘home’ to their resort, online critics were quick to edit the 
clip with foreboding music from horror movies or with voiceover soundtracks 
instead imploring visitors to ‘stay away’ and that the resort was ‘not safe’ 
(UMICL 2020).

As the arguments over the parks’ responses to the pandemic make clear, 
theme parks are not apolitical sites and fan/guest discussions over the 
practices and behaviours that are enacted within them cannot be divorced 
from broader socio-political viewpoints and structures. In fact, there are 
other cases of Disney’s parks in particular, appearing as vectors for political 
and cultural discussion including protests and counter-protests over the 
inclusion of the 45th US President Donald Trump in the Magic Kingdom’s Hall 
of Presidents (Ian R. 2017), and the inclusion of imagery from Disney’s Song of 
the South film (widely critiqued for its racist depictions) in its Splash Mountain 
attraction (Sperb 2012). This latter issue became especially intensified when 
the global Black Lives Matter protests in June 2020 coincided with the pan-
demic and sparked discussion of racism and racial inequalities. 
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The architectural spaces of the Disney parks have been seen to

reinforce historical erasure and injustice. Participants enjoy staging 
themselves around the facades at US Disney parks, the design of 
which often owes its origins to colonialism or Victorianism. The non-
everyday life that fans admire in the parks are colonial throwbacks, 
painting nonwhite cultures as exotic and Euro-American culture as 
mainstream. (Lantz 2020, 1350)

For example, attractions including “the Jungle Cruise (a light-hearted boat 
ride through savage country), … [includes] spear-wagging natives with 
bones through their noses dancing on the shores” (Wood 2020) whilst 
the original Disneyland Haunted Mansion is designed in antebellum-era 
architecture which has an obvious visual correlation with the Deep South and 
its history.  

In particular, however, the BLM movement focused attention back on the 
Splash Mountain attraction which had been critiqued “as a racially sanitized 
commercial venture ready for popular consumption” (Sperb 2005, 935). 
When Disney announced its intention to renovate the ride to be themed 
around its animated movie The Princess and the Frog, many fans read this 
as a direct response to these criticisms and the impact of the BLM moment 
(Frank 2020). Although not a direct response to the coronavirus, it is, as Alison 
Hearn and Sarah Banet-Weiser note, difficult to read the pandemic’s cultural 
impact without also considering the context of the BLM movement in the 
summer of 2020, since “the conjuncture of Black Lives Matter activism and the 
material inequities exposed by the global pandemic has provided … [a] kind 
of ontological shattering” (Hearn and Banet-Weiser 2020, 5). The discussions 
over fans’ acceptance or rejection of health and safety measures post-COVID, 
and how the parks responded to the BLM movement, were thus mapped 
onto broader political debates over civil liberties, freedoms, and pre-existing 
political inclinations.

For those of us who research theme park spaces, the pandemic offers new 
methodological challenges as well. Indeed, “there is no ‘back to normal’ and 
there is no knowing or predicting a way ‘forward’ either; external events move 
at breakneck speed, and yet also, in the different lived realities of lockdown, 
unbearably slowly” (Hearn and Banet-Weiser 2020, 2). We are facing a world 
where global travel can perhaps no longer be taken for granted, and where 
the future of tourism looks set to be less affordable, less accessible, and less 
spontaneous than we are used to. This poses questions about how we can 
continue to examine the lived practices and behaviours that occur within 
theme park spaces, especially since much research has urged that “getting ‘on 
the ground’—and on the rides—provides a different set of insights, immersed 
in the experiences of managing, working in, visiting and thinking about the 
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theme park” (Bell 2007, ix). If the post-pandemic landscape restricts our ability 
to visit the sites of our research objects (whilst ongoing concerns over the 
impact of international travel on the environment also play a role), we need to 
reimagine how such work can take place. 

As researchers across media and cultural studies consider the methodological 
and ethics implications, the use of digital and virtual media may become more 
integral to how we conduct our work. Many tourist sites embraced the use 
of virtual exhibitions during lockdown, allowing visitors to see sites other-
wise unavailable to them due to geographical distance or other limitations to 
access. For example, the Studio Ghibli Museum in Japan (which is notorious 
for limiting its daily guest numbers) offered rare online clips of its artefacts 
and spaces (Weiss 2020). Online visits to theme parks (especially if new 
technologies such as virtual reality can be harnessed) may be one way for 
both fans and researchers to keep up with developments and new attractions 
in these spaces.

There are also emerging debates in fan studies around ethical consumption 
(Wood, Litherland, and Reed 2020), and the need to travel to sites such as 
theme parks can be critiqued from an environmental perspective. One way 
forward for those who research mediated places or fan tourism is to reimagine 
a more ethical and ecologically friendly way of conducting this work, ensuring 
that such journeys are made carbon-neutral or that potential environmental 
harm is offset. In this landscape, physical visits to sites of fan tourism and pil-
grimage (whether theme parks, museums, filming locations, and beyond) may 
no longer be possible, for both environmental and health reasons. How we 
research these spaces will need to be reimagined in the coming months and 
years in the post-pandemic cultural, and scholarly, landscape.
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Machine Vision in  
Pandemic Times 

Antonio Somaini

This article is about the social and political implica-
tions of the different uses of machine vision technol-
ogies during the COVID-19 pandemic. After arguing 
that the phenomenon of machine vision should be 
tackled from a media-archaeological standpoint, 
one that highlights the lines of continuity and the 
moments of discontinuity that define its position 
within the wider history of images and visual media, 
the article analyzes the different applications of 
machine vision systems within the context of the 
social measures taken in order to contain the spread 
of the virus: from the enforcement of social dis-
tancing and the wearing of masks, to the strategies 
of positive case detection and contact tracing, all 
the way up to the diagnostic examination of medical 
imaging. If machine vision systems and the machine-
readable images they are applied to raise the question 
of what we mean by “vision” and by “image” in the 
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age of algorithms, the COVID-19 pandemic, with the 
increasing presence of such a non-human gaze within 
the public space, has further underlined the current 
relevance of this question.

 
Sinceitsbeginning,theCOVID-19pandemichastriggeredadouble,apparently
contrastingdynamic:physicaldistancing,anddataaggregation.Asbodies
wereinstructedtostayapartandevenself-isolate,dataaboutbodiesbegan
to be collected and aggregated in order to monitor and contain the spread 
ofthevirus.Technologiesofmachinelearningand,morebroadly,artificial
intelligence,havebeendeployedacrosstheboardaspartofthiseffort,
their clinical and societal applications ranging from the study of the genetic 
structureofthevirustothepredictionofthenumberofpositivecases,ICU
hospitalbedsavailability,ventilatoruse,andexpecteddeaths;fromthe
analysisofGooglesearchesconcerningtermsrelatedtoCOVID-19symptoms
asawaytopredicttheinfectionrate,tothediagnosticexaminationofmed-
ical imaging and the enforcement of measures of physical distancing through 
drones,heatcameras,andmachinevisiontechniques.Asseveralobservers
havenoted,thenewcoronavirusSARS-CoV-2andAIseemedtobedestinedto
meetoneanother(Larousserie2020;Bullocketal.2020),withtheviralspread
ofartificialintelligencetechnologiesfindinganidealacceleratorintheviral
spreadoftheCOVID-19pandemic.

Machinevisiontechnologies,inparticular,havebeentheobjectofawide
range of applications: their capacity to deal with huge image datasets in order 
torecognize,identify,store,andprocessdatahasbeenusedtoanalyzeX-rays
ofpatients,tomonitormovementsacrosspublicspaces,toidentifybodies
withhighertemperaturesthatmightbeasignofinfection,toidentifythose
who do not respect the guidelines of physical distancing and the wearing 
ofmasks.TheCOVID-19pandemichasfurtherincreasedandaccelerated
a deployment of machine vision technologies that was already happening 
atvariouslevels,highlightingevenmorethesignificantrupture that such 
technologies introduce in the history of visual cultures and visual media. 

This history is periodically marked by the sudden appearance of new 
images and new technologies of vision: images that introduce new forms 
ofrepresentation,andtechnologiesofvisionthatintroducenewwaysof
seeing,extendingandreorganizingthefieldofthevisible,whileredrawing
thefrontiersbetweenwhatcanandwhatcannotbeseen.Forafewyears,
this has been the case with the new technologies of machine vision and with 
the machine-readable images they can be applied to. Considered from the 
perspective of the longue duréeofthehistoryofvisualmediaandimages,the
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impact of both is so profound that it leads us to raise the question of what we 
stillmeanby“vision”and“image”intheageofalgorithms.Whatis“seeing”
whentheprocessofvisionisreducedtotheactsofidentifyingandlabeling,
and when such acts are entirely automated? And can we still use the term 
“image”foradigitalfile,encodedinsomeimageformat,thatismachine-
readableevenwhenitisnotvisiblebyhumaneyes,orthatbecomesvisibleon
ascreenasapatternofpixelsonlyforatinyfractionoftime,spendingtherest
of its lifespan circulating across invisible networks? 

Machine-readable images that can be processed by systems of machine 
vision are everywhere today. Everywhere in the sense that any digital image—
whether produced through some kind of lens-based optical recording of a 
profilmicevent,orentirelycomputer-generated,oramixbetweenthetwo,as
it is often the case—may potentially be analyzed by a machine vision system 
based on technologies of machine learning and neural networks such as the 
Generative Adversarial Networks (GAN). By processing the several trillions 
offixedandmovingimagesthatexistontheinternetandthatkeeponbeing
uploadedeveryday,reachingalsotheonesthatarenotontheinternetbut
arestoredinournetworkeddevices,machinevisionsystemsareturningthe
contemporaryiconosphereintoavastfieldfordataminingandaggregation.A
fieldinwhichfaces,bodies,gestures,expressions,emotions,objects,places,
atmospheres,andmoodsmaybeidentified,labeled,stored,organized,
retrieved,andprocessedasdatathatcanbequicklyaccessedandactivated
forawidevarietyofgoals:fromsurveillancetopolicing,frommarketing
toadvertising,fromthemonitoringofindustrialprocessestomilitary
operations,fromtheoperationsofdriverlessvehiclestothatofdronesand
robots,allthewayuptothestudyofclimatechangethroughtheanalysis
of satellite images. Even disciplines that might seem to be distant from the 
applicationsofmachinevisiontechnologies,suchasarthistoryandfilmhis-
tory,arebeginningtotestthepossibilitiesintroducedbysuchanautomated
gaze,andwemaylegitimatelyaskourselveswhatitwouldhavemeantfora
cultural historian of images such as Aby Warburg to study the spatio-temporal 
migrationsof“formulaeofpathos”[Pathosformeln]throughmachinevision
systemscapableoftakingtheentirecorpusofarthistoryasadataset,and
thentoidentifyandaggregatemovements,gestures,andexpressions.

Even though machine vision technologies and machine-readable images do 
introduceamomentofrupturewithinthehistoryofopticalmediaandimages,
theveryideaofanon-human“machinevision,”initself,isnotnew.Con-
sideredfromamedia-archaeologicalstandpoint,itrunsthroughtheentire
historyofmechanicalopticalmedia.Reactionstoit,andattemptstotheorize
itsnatureanditsimpact,canbetracedbacktotheearlyyearsofphotography,
with the physicist François Arago and the geographer and naturalist Alexander 
von Humboldt praising the extraordinary visual exactitude of daguerreotypes 
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in1839,andthepoetCharlesBaudelairecondemningittwentyyearslater
as“art’smostmortalenemy”:aformofsheermechanicalreproductionthat
shouldnot“encroachuponthedomainoftheimpalpableandtheimaginary”
(Baudelaire1859).Duringthe1920s,1930s,and1940s,inthewritingsoffilm-
makers,filmtheorists,artists,andculturalcriticssuchasDzigaVertov,Jean
Epstein,LászlóMoholy-Nagy,WalterBenjamin,andSiegfriedKracauer,we
finddifferentwaysofanalyzingtheaesthetic,epistemological,andpolitical
potentialofimagesproducedbyamechanicalopticalmedium,thecamera,
capableofextendingvisionbeyondthelimitsofthehumaneye,and,atthe
sametime,introducinganewwayofseeingfromadecentered,non-human
pointofview.Tracesoftheideaofa“machinevision”canbefoundinthe
“kino-eye”[kino-glaz]thatcapturesandreorganizesthevisibleworldthrough
thetwooperationsofopticalrecordingandmontage(Vertov1923),inthe
“metalbrain”[cerveau metallique]ofacamerathatis“anon-humaneye,
withoutmemory,withoutthought”capableof“escapingtheegocentricmof
ourpersonalviewpoint”(Epstein1921;1926),inthe“newvision”[Neue Vision]
andthe“impartialoptics”[unvoreingenommene Optik]producedbythe“pro-
ductive”usesthecamera(Moholy-Nagy1927),inthe“newimageworlds”and
the“opticalunconscious”[Optisch-Unbewußt]revealedbyphotographyand
cinema(Benjamin1928and1935-36),andinthe“unfeelingcamera”thatgives
usaccesstothe“alienatedphenomena”ofan“inertworld…initsindepend-
encefromhumanbeings”(Kracauer1927;1949).

Beginningwiththe1970s,theideaofanon-human“machinevision”is
tackled in the writings of Paul Virilio on the intertwinings between military 
technologiesandopticalmedia(Virilio1984and1988),inVilémFlusser’s
speculationson“technicalimages”andthe“telematicsociety”(Flusser1985),
in Friedrich Kittler’s radically non-anthropocentric vision of the history of 
opticalmedia(Kittler1986;2002),aswellasinHarunFarocki’sexplorations—in
video installations such as Eye Machine I, II and III(2001–03)andCounter Music 
(2004)—oftherealmof“operationalimages”thatare“devoidofsocialintent”:
imagesthatare“notforedification”nor“forreflection”(asFarockiwrites
in the textual commentary that runs along the images of the Eye Machine 
series),butarepurelyconceivedandproducedasactivemeansfortechnical
operations. 

Machine vision systems and machine-readable images need to be tackled 
withinsuchahistoricalperspective,withouterasingtheradicaldiscontinuity
that they introduce due to their connection with technologies of machine 
learning capable of dealing with data sets of unprecedented dimensions. The 
rupture that such systems introduce in the history of optical media is such 
thattheverytermsof“vision”and“image”runtheriskofbecomingpurely
metaphorical,since“vision”ishereaformofalgorithmicprocessingofdif-
ferentkindsofpixel-basedpatternrecognition,whiletheterm“image,”when
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itreferstoamachine-readableimage,designateswhatisactuallyadigitalfile,
encodedinaspecificfileformat(.jpg,.tiff,.png,.mp4,.mov,.avi,etc.)thatcan
be accessed and processed even when it is not visualized onto a screen in the 
formofanimagevisibleforhumaneyes(Paglen2016).

Even though mostly invisible,machine-readableimagesarenevertheless
active and operational,andinthissensetheymaybeconsideredtobethe
latest variations within a history of active images that has been explored 
byarthistoriansandimagetheoristssuchasDavidFreedberg(1991),W.J.T.
Mitchell(2006),andHorstBredekamp(2010). Through operations such as 
pixelcounting,segmenting,sortingandthresholding,patternrecognitionand
discrimination,coloranalysis,objectdetectionandmotioncapture,machine
visionsystemsintroducenewkindsof“image-acts”(Bredekamp2010)that
participateinthe“feedforward”dynamicthatMarkHansenhassuggestedas
adefiningtraitof“twenty-first-centurymedia”(Hansen2015).

Aswehavealreadynoted,theCOVID-19pandemichasfurtheracceleratedthe
deployment of such systems in the public sphere. Heat cameras have been 
installed in public spaces in order to quickly identify bodies with unusually 
high temperatures. Unmanned vehicles such as drones and robots have 
been equipped with cameras connected to machine vision systems in order 
to enforce social distancing and the wearing of masks: speaking drones 
appearedfirstinChinaandtheninvariousothercountries,whileasinister
robot-dog,whichhadalreadymadeitsfirstappearancesinvariousTVseries
such as Fox’s War of the Worlds(2019,episode4)andNetflix’sBlack Mirror(2017,
season4,theepisodeentitledMetalhead),hasbeenroamingthroughpublic
parks in Singapore. Matrix barcodes have been integrated into mobile phone 
appsmeanttofacilitatecontacttracing,andinChinared,orange,orgreen
QR codes appearing on mobile phones were used in order to discipline the 
movementsofthepopulation,allowingorprohibitingtravelingandaccessto
specificplaces.

The social and political implications of the wide-ranging uses of machine 
vision technologies during the COVID-pandemic cannot be overestimated. In 
countries that had already adopted massive measures of social surveillance—
suchasChina,withitsfamousSocialCreditSystem,firsttestedin2009,and
thenincreasinglyexpandedsince2014—thepandemichasgiventheperfect
excusetofurtherincreasethemeansofsurveillanceandrepression,even
thoughtheactualeffectivenessandpervasivenessofsuchmeansstillneeds
tobeassessed.Inmostothercountries,reachinganequilibriumbetween
respect for personal privacy and management of the health crisis—with all 
thatitmeansintermsofpositivecasesdetection,contacttracing,andthe
surveillance of quarantines—has proven arduous and is still the object of 
politicalnegotiationsthatdifferfromcountrytocountry.
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Acenturyago,duringthe1920sand1930s,thenon-human,non-anthropocen-
tric“machinevision”ofthecamerawashailedasaninstrumentofliberation:
a means for the exploration of a visible world that could be reinterpreted 
andreorganizedfromarevolutionarystandpoint(Vertov),rediscoveredwith
itsvitalismandanimism(Epstein),detachedfromitsconnectionwiththe
structuresofthehumanmind(Moholy-Nagy),penetratedwithinlayersthat
areinaccessibletothehumaneye(Benjamin),caughtinitsuncannyindif-
ferencetotheexistenceofhumanbeings(Kracauer).Halfacenturylater,
duringthe1970sand1980s,theriseofautomationwithinboththeindus-
trial and the military domain brought to the foreground another aspect of 
the idea of machine vision: the possibility of using techniques of automated 
image analysis within complex sequences of operations that did not require 
any human agency. It was this turn that Farocki highlighted with his video 
installationsoftheearly2000sandwiththehighlyinfluentialconceptofthe
“operationalimage.”

Afurtherstepleadsusfromtheearly2000stothecurrentusesofmachine
vision: the connection between digital technologies of image analysis and 
the immense datasets that are accessible through the internet and that 
canbeprocessedthroughartificialintelligenceandmachinelearning.This
last step transforms the very idea of machine vision into a complex set of 
operationscapableofturningthedigitaliconosphereintoavastfieldfor
data mining. The present and future applications of such an algorithmic 
gazeareextremelyvariedandstilltobediscovered,andoneshouldresist
the temptation to see the increasing deployment of machine vision systems 
as the sign of yet another step in the direction of a condition of panoptic 
surveillance. The easier access to machine vision technologies might promote 
new,unpredictableapplications.Togiveanexample,wecanmentiontheway
inwhich,atthe2019WhitneyBiennial,theLondon-basedagencyForensic
Architecture led by Eyal Weizman used computer vision systems in order to 
automaticallydetecttheuseagainstciviliansofateargasgrenade,theTriple-
Chaser,producedbythecompanySafariland,whoseCEO,WarrenB.Kanders,
happened to be vice-chair of the board of trustees at the Whitney Museum 
ofAmericanArt.Thisuseofmachinevisiontechnologiesbyanindependent,
non-governmentalinvestigativeagencyshowedushowsuchtechnologies,
whenopenlyaccessible,couldservepoliticalgoalsthatarefarfromthoseof
policing,surveillance,ortheextractionofdatafromsocialmediaplatforms.

TheCOVID-19pandemichasconfirmedoncemoretheplasticityofmachine
visionsystems,triggeringawidespectrumofapplications,rangingfrom
social surveillance to diagnostics. The invisible spread of the virus has been 
counteredthroughanon-human,algorithmicgazecapableofseeingand
processing vast quantities of images that human eyes could never handle. In 
the context of a health crisis that required bodies to be distanced and data 
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aboutbodiestobeaggregated,machinevisionsystemsparticipatedinavast
effortofdatacollectionandanalysisthatwilldefinitelyleavesignificanttraces
intheforeseeablefuture,andwhoseconsequencesarestillhardtopredict.
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The Car as Pandemic 
Media Space 

Alexandra Schneider

Based on some personal observations or anecdotes, 
this article engages with the car as a site of confession 
and the driving mirror as a screen of both control and 
evasion. It argues that that pandemic media space is a 
space of displacement where established dichotomies 
perish: the amateur and the professional, the private 
and the public, the here and there, as well as the past 
and the present. 
 
Maybe it says something about cinema that its history has so often been told 
in parallels. There are the parallel tracks of cinema and the railway (Kirby 
1997),theparallelandintertwiningtrajectoriesofcinemaandpsychoanalysis
(Bergstrom1999),andtheparallelhistoriesandexperiencesofcinemaand
theautomobile.Thecinemaandthecararebothinventionsofasignificant
periodoftechnologicalinnovation,theperiodofthe1870sthroughthe1910s,
which,amongotherthings,broughttheworlddynamite,thetelephone,the
gramophone,electricity,airplanes,andindustrialchemistry(Smil2005).
Carshavebeenfeaturedinfilmssincetheearliestdaysofcinema,oftenas
vehiclesofajointexperienceofviewing/seeinganddriving,andsometimes
ofbeingdrivenover,asinCecilHepworth’s1900shortfilmHow It Feels to 
Be Run Over.AsJeffreyRuoffargues,cinemaitselfcanbeunderstoodas“an
audiovisualvehicle,”whichopensupthe“filmicfourthdimension,”anemblem

  SMART CAR  
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of the multifaceted constellations of transportation and media devices in the 
twentiethcentury(Ruoff2006,1ff.).Particularlyinthefirsthalfofthetwentieth
centurycinema,animageofmovementandanimageinmovement,aligned
withtheautomobileinwesternimperialistscenariosofglobalmobility,asfor
instanceinthedocumentaryfilmssponsoredbyFrenchautomobilemanufac-
turersinthe1920s“thatservedaspotentsymbolsoftheFrenchautomobile
industryandFrancegeopolitical[colonial]ambitions”ontheAfricanCon-
tinentduringtheinterwarperiod(Bloom2006,139).Onamoregranularlevel,
the automobile became closely intertwined with the emerging practice of 
bourgeoisamateurfilmmakingfromthe1920sonwards,withtheautomobile
servingasaprivilegedsubject,preferredmodeoftransportation,andocca-
sionalsubstitutetripodforthosewhocouldaffordnotjustanautomobile,but
asmall-gaugecamera,too.

Today’smediaandtransportationecologiesareevenmoreinterdependent,
andtheirspecificconstellationshavemultipliedandbecomemorediverse.1 
Travel is highly mediatized2 while digital screens as such have become mobile 
andubiquitous;carsarenowdevicesformobilityandmobilecomputer
systems generating data about mobility in order to both facilitate and control 
movement.

In the following I will argue that that pandemic media space is a space of 
displacement where established dichotomies perish: the amateur and the pro-
fessional,theprivateandthepublic,thehereandthereaswellasthepastand
the present. My contribution uses two personal observations about the car 
as a pandemic media space in order to engage with the idea of the pandemic 
media space as a space of displacement: the car as a site of confession and the 
driving mirror as a screen of both control and evasion.

1 SeealsoLindseyB.Green-Simms:Postcolonial Automobility: Car Culture in West Africa. 
Minneapolis:UniversityofMinnesotaPress,2017.

2 Seethecontributionsinthe“PacingAirports”dossierofSocial Text online,editedby
MarieSophieBeckmann,RebeccaPuchta,andPhilippRöding,June2019.https://social-
textjournal.org/periscope_topic/pacing-airports/.

https://socialtextjournal.org/periscope_topic/pacing-airports/
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# The Car as a Site of Confession 

[Figure1]ACarConfession(Source:NatalieBookchin: Laid Off, 2009https://vimeo.

com/19364123)

As Natalie Bookchin’s thought-provoking video installation Laid Off(USA2009)
shows,YouTubehasbecomeaconfessionalplatformonwhichtosharea
crisis. Bookchin’s video installation consists of a montage of video confessions 
of people who share their shock after losing a job. One important pattern 
Bookchin manages to reveal in her careful choreography is that quite a few 
ofthesevideosareshotinprivatecars,presumablyinaparkinglot,moreor
lessimmediatelyafterthefiring(fig.1).Theinsideofthecar,recordedwitha
cameramoreorlessinthepositionofarear-viewmirror,figuresasageneric
spaceofsharedintimacy,aspacethatisbothprivateandpublic,andinwhich
wecantalktoourselvesandsimultaneouslytoothers,ourfriendsaswellas
an anonymous public who might potentially share our concerns. 

Thecarconfessionalisnowfirmlyestablishedasatemplateofcontemporary
visual cultural and social and political articulation. It is perhaps no coincidence 
thatthecarconfessionalalsoproducedoneofthefirstviralvideosofthe
COVID-19crisis,thepassionaterantofamotheroffourfromIsraelwho
complainsabouttheabsurditiesofhomeschooling,achallengeandasen-
timent many parents went through and could relate to.3 Her car confessional 
wentviralbecauseofitstopicalsubjectmatteranditsraw,unfilteredappeal.
However,asthewoman’sYouTubechannelindicates,thiswasnotherfirst
carconfessional:shehadalreadytriedoutthisspecificsettingandroleasa
potentialgenreforherselfbefore,butthepandemichelpedherfindhervoice,
sotospeak.ShefailedtoestablishherselfasaYouTubestar,however;her

3 ThevideoisavailibleatYoutube:https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H7_wvQHMGOI.

https://vimeo.com/19364123
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subsequent videos reached a considerably smaller audience than the home-
schooling video rant. What made that rant so poignant was that it highlighted 
thecar’sdoubleroleasasafespaceduringthepandemic,thusaddingnew
layers of meaning to the car confessional: a private space away from the living 
quartersofthefamily,aroomofherownonfourwheels,butalsoasafespace
protectedfromtheriskofinfection,asIwillargueinthefollowingsection.

# The Rear-view Mirror as a Screen

[Figure2]Therear-viewmirrorasscreen(Source:AlexandraSchneider,2020)

The night after the lockdown I decided to go on a car ride. Strangely enough 
itfeltlike“freedom”and“beingsafe”byridingacar“forfun.”Feelings,I
havetoadmit,Ihadneverbeforeassociatedwithridinginacarbuthad
projectedontoothers:libertarianindividualists,climatechangedeniers,
heteronormativepatresfamilias,andposers.ButthatishowIfelt:safe
frompotentialcontagionbythisnewvirus,absolvedfromhavingtopractice
physical distancing and free to move around the city wherever I wanted. 
Usually I would prefer to commute and travel by public transportation. But the 
pandemic made the privilege of being able to choose became apparent. 

But then it was also something else about this car ride that was rather new 
to me. Shortly before the pandemic the old car which I usually drove had 
been replaced with a brand new car with a wide range of data-based driving 
supporttechnologies.AsIquicklylearned,thiswasnotamerecarbutan
audiovisual media device on wheels. The car obviously has the usual displays 
andscreenstoprovideinformationaboutspeed,directions,thestateofthe
engine,etc.Accordingtoone’spreferredmediagenealogy,thesescreens
serveto“filter”orto“project,”todisplay(to“show,”to“exhibit”)ormonitor
(to“observe,”to“check”or“control”).However,asafilmandmediascholarI
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was especially struck by realizing that this car features almost a dozen small 
cameras,whicharenotdetectablebymerelylookingatthecarandwhich
turnthisnew,butnotparticularlyfancycarintoakindofmobileCCTVdevice.
The“parkingassistance,”whichisnowmoreorlessstandardinnewcars,of
coursereliesoncameras,butthisparticularcaralsodetectsanddecodes
roadsigns,translatingthesereadingsintoinformationforthedriver—suchas
indications of the current speed limits—but also into decisions that the car’s 
electronicsystemmakesregardlessofthedriverandoftenagainstthedriver,
suchasadjustmentstothecar’strajectory,deceleration,etc.Onegadget
especiallystruckme:anearlyinvisibleflashlightwhichservestoilluminate
roadsignsatnight,amachinevisiondevicewhichturnsthecarintoa“seeing
thing”that“looks”withitsheadlights,raisingechoesoftheanthropomorphic
vehicles of Pixar’s CARS universe. 

Finally,thiscarhasonefeaturethatparticularlyresonatedwithmeaftera
semester of remote teaching and endless videoconferencing: the rear-view 
mirrorthatisconnectedtoacameraatthebackofthecar,sothatthemirror
image(fig.2)canbereplacedwithalivetransmissionfromthatcamera
showing the road behind the car as if in a cinemascope framing. It was indeed 
ChristianMetzwhopointedout,inhislastbookL’ enonciation impersonelle ou 
le site du film (1991),thatthewindshieldofacaroftenmaterializesasakindof
secondscreeninfilms.

This new kind of mirror-screen-device serves to maintain a clear view of 
thebackofthecarforthedriverwhentheloadingareaisfullypacked,with
luggage or other items blocking the view to the rear. If the camera in the car 
confessional serves as a kind of rear-view mirror that is also a recording device 
andinstantlycreatesasenseofproximityandintimacy,thisrear-viewmirror
projectionhasaratheruncannyeffectbecauseiterasesthepresenceofthe
otherpeopleinthecar(who,inthecaseofMarion’sflightfromPhoenixin
Hitchock’s Vertigo haunt her as voices of absent bodies on the rear windshield). 
If the car confessional can be said to be modelled on the kind of conversation 
the driver could be having with his passengers in the back seat even while 
sheislookingatthemintherearviewmirror,thescreen-mirrorfedbythe
rear-view camera eliminates the passengers from the driver’s immediate vis-
ibility. They persist as accousmetric voices even as the viewer has a splendid 
widescreen view of the area behind the car. This visibility gap created by the 
machinevisiondevicesofthecaris,perhaps,anaptreminderofthefactthat
the purported safe space of the car can never be quite safe and always retains 
something uncanny about it. As much as we may communicate with the out-
sideworldthroughvariouslookingdevices,weareneverquiteathomeinit.
The car as pandemic media space is always a space of displacement.
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# The Screen as a Monitoring Device

[Figure3]Thescreenasmonitor(Source:AlexandraSchneider,2020)

Butthen,athome,thelaptopscreenechoesthefake-mirror-screeninthe
car:iftherear-viewdevicesinthecarareamirrorturnedscreen,thevideo-
conferencingscreenservesasbothascreenandamirror(fig.3).Likeadriver
restlessly controlling her own behavior and adjusting to a constantly changing 
environment,thevideoconferencetoolsmakememonitorandadjustmyself
to my own self-perception and my perception of the other participants. While 
participatinginavideoconferencefromhome,Imaybeathome,butIamnot
safe from the pandemic media space of constant displacement. 

In a footnote in his second article on the apparatus (le dispositif ) Jean-Louis 
Baudryproposesdistinguishingbetweentheapparatusasaspecificdis-
position of the viewing situation and the basic cinematographic apparatus 
(or l’appareil de baseinFrench),whichforhim“concernstheensembleof
theequipmentandoperationsnecessarytotheproductionofafilmand
itsprojection….”ForBaudry,the“basic cinematographic apparatus involves 
thefilmstock,thecamera,developing,montageconsideredinitstechnical
aspects,etc.,aswellastheapparatus(dispositif )ofprojection”(1986,317).

Inapproachingthenewconfigurationsofviewingdevicesandoperativesub-
jectivities,fromdrivingtovideoconferencing,itmaybeusefultoreturnto
thisdistinctionandanalyzetheconfigurationofcar,camera,andplatforms
both in terms of the basic apparatus and the viewing disposition. It may help 
usunderstandhowthedifferencebetweenhomeandnot-homecaneasily
be overruled and erased by continuities of the viewing dispositions of two 
seeminglyclearlydistinctspaces.Aspandemicmedia,theyrephrasethecon-
nections between outside and inside, public and private, but also between the 
amateur and the professional.
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# Beyond the Screen

[Figure4]Beyondthescreen(Source:GilbertMeylon,1939/FondsEllaMaillar,Muséede

L’Elysée,Lausanne;1939)

Assoonasmyscreenfatiguegoesaway,IwillrevisitEllaMaillart’sand
AnnemarieSchwarzenbach’sbooks,photos,andfilms,inparticularNomades 
Afghans (Auf abenteuerlicher Fahrt durch Iran und Afghanistan,EllaMaillart,
1939/40),afilmthatresonateswithboththeprofessionalandtheamateur.
BothMaillartandSchwarzenbachwerepioneersoftransgression,professional
travelers who crossed lines and bent the norms and expectations of their 
time.TheytraveledthroughCentralAsiabycar,andwithacamera(fig.4).In
lightofourrecentexperiences,Iexpecttofindintheirworksomethingthat
can help us unhinge the normalizing aspects of what is now consolidating into 
the pandemic media space of car and camera. A past that imagines the future.
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“Covid-dronism”:  
Pandemic Visions  
from Above 

Ada Ackerman

The numerous drone flyovers of deserted cities have 
become one of the highest-circulating media pro-
ductions during the COVID-19 crisis and objects of 
sheer fascination. In this paper, I explore the trou-
bling and unprecedented conjunction they articulate 
between an unmanned device and the policy of 
emptying places from human presence that they 
record.

 
AstheCOVID-19viruswaspropagatingandcountrieswerefightingtostopits
progression,droneswouldbeendowedwithnewfunctions,whichwerereg-
ularlybroadcastedonnewsandvehementlydiscussed:disinfectionactions,
surveillancepatrolsduringlockdowns,identificationofnewcasesthanks
to thermal cameras... This proliferation of drones’ practices in a pandemic 
contextonceagainconfirmsourtimetobea“DroneAge”(Anderson2012).If
initiallydevelopedassurveillanceandmilitarydevicesraisingethical,moral,
andepistemologicalissues(Chamayou2015),droneshavebeenprovided
withanexpandingarrayofnewapplicationsinseveralareas(entertainment,
science,delivery...),whichrelyuponanincreasingblurringandoverlappingof
civilian-consumer and military-industrial applications and networks (McNeil 
andBurrington2014,58–59 ;Stubblefield2020,2–4;159–63).



168 Pandemic Media

Fromamediaperspective,however,oneisnotsomuchstruckbythepro-
liferating images of drones in action—no matter how chilling and dystopic 
they might look—than by the images produced bydronesduringthesespecific
pandemictimes.Asamatteroffact,drone-madeimagesandfilmsofemptied
capital cities and touristic places became one of the most prominent and 
circulatingvisualobjectsbornoutofthepandemicperiod,especiallyinnews
broadcasting,andtosuchanextentthattheybecame,sotospeak,avisual
topos oftheCOVID-19situation.Assurveillanceapparatusesabletocover
vastareasinapanoramicfashion,droneshaveprovedparamountinturning
thenotionoflockdownintoefficientandspectacularvisualrepresentations,
inwhichextremefreedomofflightcontrastedsharplywiththemovement
restrictionsimposeduponcitizens.Benefittingfromexceptionalshootingcon-
ditions,impossibleinnormaltimes,dronesrecordedtheunprecedentedsitu-
ationofstoppedcities,stirringfeelingsofwonder,ofmelancholiaaswellasof
uncanniness—featuressharedby“ruinporn”(Lyons2018).Sinceredistribution
ofhumanpresenceincitiesisatstakeinthelockdownsituation,itisnotby
chance that these drone videos mainly revolve around urban structures such 
aschurches,roads,stadiums,cityhalls,squares,andsoon,thatis,placesthat
have historically contributed to politically and economically organizing the 
human occupation of urban space. Among the numerous circulating drone 
videosoflockdowncities,onecanquotetherepresentativefilmLa France 
en absence [Absent France],madebyHOsiHODroneNetwork,agrandtourof
twenty-oneFrenchcitiesduringtheCOVID-19lockdowninMarchandApril
20201.

I suggest that one of the peculiarities of those images lies in their troubling 
conjunction of two levels of unmanned-ness: made by drones—“unmanned 
aerialvehicles”accordingtotheirmilitarydesignation—whichareequipped
withamechanicaleyedisentangledfromahumanbody,theseimagesunravel
usuallycrowdedspacesasalmostdevoidofpeopleandwithsignificantly
reducedhumanactivity.Tobemoreaccurate,theseimagesshowplacesthat
should beemptyaccordingtothelockdownagenda,butthatarestillpop-
ulatedbyafewindividualswalking,running,orcyclingindesertedstreets
andthatdisplayscarceurbantraffic.Thispersistenceofraremanifestations
of human presence can be ontologically construed as a kind of humanist 
resistance to the radicality of the lockdown cleansing policy—a symptom of 
mankind’svitalitythatcannotbesoeasilycontained.Besides,manyofthefew
remaining moving elements in these images—and most of all vehicles—reveal 
supply and labor circulations that cannot be stopped, even in and especially 
during a pandemic outbreak.2Ifnottotallyvoidofpeople,thoseurban

1 https://www.hosiho.net/en/blog/hosiho-drone-network-s-news/66-covid-19-cities-lock-
down-france-view-by-drone-network-hosiho.html.AccessedJune10,2020.

2 This articulation is made clear in Paris confiné 2020, shot by Skydrone and Futuria Pro-
duction.AfterhavingfocusedonanemptiedParisthankstodronecameras,thevideo

https://www.hosiho.net/en/blog/hosiho-drone-network-s-news/66-covid-19-cities-lockdown-france-view-by-drone-network-hosiho.html
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landscapes shot by drones nevertheless convey a strong sense of human 
absence on a scale not hitherto experienced. These images appear thus as the 
result of a puzzling correlation between the expelling of human presence and 
an increasing non-human agency in the production of visibility. What better 
devicethanadrone,whichisamediumwhosehighmaniabilityprovidesthe
viewerwithasupra-humangaze,toregisterandaccountfordrasticsanitizing
policies consisting of emptying places of human activities and manifestations? 

While the emphatic and spectacular quality conveyed by the totalizing and 
sweeping eye of the drone invites one to marvel at the beauty of the sites 
viewed,atthe“purity”oftheirdesignandarchitecture,sincealmostnohuman
presenceisobstructingtheviewanymoreandthankstoasignificantdecrease
inpollution,itispreciselythisbeautythatappearsnotonlyasparadoxicalbut
alsoasproblematic.Itisconditionedbyaradicalremovalofhumanelements,
abeautyfosteringafeelingofaterrifyingsublimeamongtheviewer,accord-
ingtoKant’sdefinitionofafeelingofamazementmingledwithdread(Kant
1794,25).

These images of ghost cities awaken numerous memories of apocalyptic 
filmswithwhichtheysharetheirsensationalismanddazzlingperspectives
(Twenty-eight days later, 2002,Contagion, 2011...).Theseimagesthusturnvisual
tropesusuallyassociatedwithfictionintotestimoniesofrealtimes,inapuz-
zling interlacing of dystopia and reality. These images not only register how 
emptiedcitieslookbecauseofthelockdown;theyalsoinevitablyconveythe
threateningpotentialscenarioofhumanitywipedout,thatis,anextension
and a radicalization of this human-presence clearing principle. This would not 
be possible without their attracting and spectacular quality. As a matter of 
fact,inordertoshooturbandesolatedlandscapes,TVchannelshireddrone
companiesspecializedinadvertisingandinthefilmindustrysuchasHOsiHO,
aworldwidenetworkcreatedin2014,forwhichafleetof200pilotscaptures
“theworldseenfromthesky.”Itsdatabaseprovides4,852videosrelatedto
COVID-19(HOsiHO2020).InthecaseofFrance,mostlockdownvideosbroad-
castonchannelswereprovidedbythecompanySkydronecreatedin2010,
whosemottoisto“bringwingstoimages”whileensuringstableandhigh-
resolutionaerialshootings(Skydrone2020).

Like much thrilling and exciting imagery produced by civilian and commercial 
drones,theseemptied-cityfilmsderivetheirpowerfroma “technogene
sensuality,”a“virtual-somaticfeelingofpresenceinspaceswherehuman

beginsat01:06toinsertactionsofdifferentworkerswhoselaborprovedparamountfor
thecapitalcity’sorganization.AsstatedbyChristopheLyard,oneofthefilmmakers:“we
wereawarethatbehindtheseimagesofemptiedmonuments,lifewasgoingon;people
wereofcourseworkinginordertomaintainthecity’sactivity:caregivers,postmen,
garbagecollectors,deliverypersons...’ ’(mytranslation)https://vimeo.com/415263660.
AccessedJune10,2020.
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bodies cannot (or almost cannot) be and move” ( Jablonowski 2020, 4). As 
Maximilian Jablonowski suggests, one can connect the pleasure and the inten-
sity of experience provided by drone vision to a form of “telepresence,” a term 
with which Martin Minsky labels the ability for a body to remotely and safely 
experience a dangerous or an unreachable environment thanks to a media 
apparatus (Minsky 1980). In the case of drone views of locked-down cities, this 
telepresence acquires a singular quality as the drone brings the perceptive 
subject not so much to risky and barely accessible sites than to locations of 
forbidden access. These videos provide the viewer with an exploration of loca-
tions in which he is, due to his very human condition, persona non grata. Hence 
a paradoxical experience of telepresence, which demands nothing more from 
the perceptive subject than his absence as well as the absence of his human 
congeners. A good illustration of this can be found in La France en absence for 
instance at 02 :42, when the drone camera climbs a flight of deserted stairs in 
Lyon’s old district. These images appear as a doubling of the official lockdown 
instructions, being caught within a feedback loop in which images enhance the 
requirements to remove human presence from public space. 

Therefore, by documenting the lockdown state, the drone’s unmannedness 
finds the ultimate development of its original goal, which was to be able to 
watch and strike a target from afar without being exposed: not only is the 
human object henceforth already removed from its gaze, but by the same 
token the viewer is also reminded of the necessity for himself to vanish from 
the public scene. Never has the label “phantom shot,” coined for films “taken 
from a position that a human cannot normally occupy” (Farocki 2004, 13), 
sounded so literal than today. 
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Of Liquid Images and 
Vital Flux 

Bishnupriya Ghosh

Every epidemic emplaces us in molecular visuali-
zations where iconic spiked orbs circle host cells. 
As we become accustomed to SARS-CoV2, my essay 
returns to visualizations of the HIV-1 macromolecule 
to explore the role of dynamic images in scientific 
research. The fact that scientists are still building 
models of HIV-1, after four decades, should give us 
pause in our impatience about “knowing” SARS-CoV2 
fully. The liquid image built on a synthetic-biologic 
continuum, I argue, provides a clue to the essentially 
speculative nature of visualizing and modeling virus-
host vital relations. Malleable, dynamic, and always 
emergent, the liquid image races to visualize and 
predict the vital flux of parasitic relations, and to 
keep abreast of fast-paced research. I trace editable 
models and simulations of HIV through an analysis of 
cellPACK, a software suite developed at the Center for 
Computational Structural Biology at the University of 

  CELLPACK  
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California, San Diego. Integrating crowd-sourced data, 
the platform enables an image composed at one scale 
to continuously liquidate and reassemble into another 
(perhaps larger) whole, and vice versa. Such scal-
able images are creative actualizations of scientific 
hypotheses based on mathematical possibilities. And 
yet. Even as they render the capacities and tendencies 
of complex systems calculable, the partially known 
haunts the liquid image. 

We encounter an ominous spiked orb almost on a daily basis in reportage on 
theCOVID-19pandemic.ThosespikesattachwitheasetotheACE2receptors
ofhumanrespiratorycells,wearetold,enablingadeadlyviraltakeoverof
hostresources.Butwe’veheardthisstorybefore:SARS-CoV2doestores-
piratorycellswhatHIVoncedidtoCD4cellsoftheimmunesystem.Anabiding
accompaniment to every pandemic is the visualization of virus macro-
molecules,theirapproachandentry,bloomandblastinhostcells.Despitethe
intensedesiretoseparateandisolatean“invisibleenemy,”wehavecometo
regard pathogenic particles in their vital relation to the hosts that they occupy. 
Moving images based on structural data plunge us into wondrous voyages 
inwhichorbedbodiescircleandencountereachother(fig.1).Astheymorph
anddissolve,wewatchvirus-hostco-emergencesinthetwenty-firstcentury
“molecularfantastic.”1Operatingonasynthetic-biologiccontinuum,these
movingimagesarevitalmedia,whoseirreduciblevitalityismostevidentin
their liquidcharacter.Plastic,dynamic,andspeculative,theliquidimage,I
argue,racestovisualizeandpredictthevitalfluxofparasiticrelations.

Weseethisintheongoingtechnical-aestheticmediationoftheHIV-1macro-
molecule,stillunderconstructionafterfourdecadesoftheviralpandemic.
Ontheonehand,malleable,constantlyeditableimagesarenecessaryfor
processingvolumesofnewdatainfast-pacedscientificresearch.The“image”
makeslargevolumesofdatacohereasasingleinsight,aprocessthatstatis-
ticianandartistEdwardTufte(2001)named“de-quantification.”2 Scientists 

1 Withadvancedimagingtechnologies,inscientificedutainment,weareinthe
domain of the marvelous: a molecular fantastic of the same order as Akira Lippit ’s 
“opticalfantastic”inthefirsthalfofthe20th(triangulatingthedevelopmentofX-ray
technologies,thesplittingoftheatom,andpsychoanalysis,seeAtomic Light (Shadow 
Optics),MinnesotaUniversityPress,2005).Seemyaccountofthecellularagonin
“AnimatingUncommonLife:U.S.MilitaryMalariaFilms(1942-1945)inthePacificThe-
ater,”inBeckman2014.

2 EdwardTufte,The Visual Display of Information(GraphicsPress,2001).
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can keep abreast of structural data from multiple sources in contributing to 
editablemodelsoflivingsystems.Ontheother,thespeculativenatureof
theliquidimageisstrategicinkeepingupwithvitalflux.Onemightconsider
how genetic mutations that change instructions for protein assembly will 
impact the entry of viral biomolecules into host cellular receptors—an under-
standingcriticaltodrugdesign.Forthe“bestunderstoodofanyorganism,”
asillustratorDavidGoodsellputsit,HIVclocksover90drugresistantgenetic
mutations.3 Scientists continue to visualize and simulate HIV “molecular 
dockingevents”athostcellularsitesthatenablethedesignofnewdrugs—
molecules which can sit in the docking site and block viral entry.4 Dynamic 
speculative images keep pace with evolving virus-human emergences in these 
molecular-cellular contexts.

[Figure1]Screenshotfrom“HIVLifeCycle”5 

ThemediaticcaptureofHIV-1emergesattheintersectionofbasicscience
laboratories and creative media industries. While media histories starting 
fromthefirstcaptureofthetobaccomosaicvirusundertheelectronmicro-
scopein1938revealashiftfrommorphologicalpreoccupationstodecoding
viralgenomesinthemid-twentiethcentury,biomolecularmodelsofvirus

3 StanfordUniversityHIVDrugResistanceDatabase(https://hivdb.stanford.edu/).
4 Scientificvisualizationsthatmodelcrowd-sourceddataplayacriticalroleinanti-

viral strategies of epidemic mediation. The histories of SciVis are vast because they 
includematerialpracticesobtainingacrosscomputergraphics,biosciencelaboratory
techniques,andvirtualart.Idiscusstheirconjugationfurtherinmycurrentbook
project,The Virus Touch: Theorizing Epidemic Mediation.

5 Fortheanimation,seehttps://vimeo.com/260291601. This was made collaboratively with 
the Department of Biochemistry at the University at Utah and the CHEETAH consortium 
(https://biochem.web.utah.edu/iwasa/projects/HIV.html).JanetIwasa(AnimationLab),
whosescientificanimationsIhaveexploredelsewhere,headedtheprojectwithdata
sourcedfromresearchersglobally.See,Ghosh2016.
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macromolecules remain critical to integrative research.6 No doubt the push 
arrives with the turn to complex systems thinking in the life sciences that 
made computation central to the study of living organisms. In attempting to 
understandtheeffectsofvitalprocessesatonescale(e.g.biochemicalcellular
reactions)onanother(e.g.foldingofproteinmolecules),scientistsofdifferent
clothincreasinglysharestructuraldataandtestcompetinghypotheses,com-
municate and educate on new media platforms such as (Maxon’s) Cinema 
4Dor(Autodesk’s)Maya.The“molecularmovies,”astheyaredubbed,are
robustcollaborationsbetweenacademicresearchers,biotechcorporations,
and digital animators.7Makingtheunseenvisible,astheSciVismantragoes,
moving images integrate structural data and simulate possible molecular 
events in this post-cinematic context. With new data inputs come new 
possibilities. 

Inliquidimages,“life”asvitalprocessappearsas“lifeitself.”Asshorthand,
“lifeitself”referstothemediaticappearance of vital processes.8 Life “emerges 
with”matter:bodilymedialikebloodorrespiratorymucosasustainthevirus.
Technical-aesthetic mediation detects and composes the interactions of viral 
particlesinbodilyfluidsasthenumericdistributionofx copies in y milliliter 
blood(àlatheviralloadtest).SarahKemberandJohannaZylinska(2010)name
thismediaticcapturea“cut”intheflowoflivingprocesses—aslice,asnap-
shot—sothat“life”makesanappearanceas“lifeitself.”Inliquidimages,life
appearsvibrating,morphing,changing.Animationsofdynamicprocesses
makevitalfluxlegibleandpalpableinmultisensoryenvironments.9

6 100-500timessmallerthanbacteria,viruseswerethemicrobesthatpassedthrough
LouisPasteur’sporcelainfiltersandremainedunobservableunderordinarylight
microscopes.Whenthepowerfulelectronmicroscopemadeopticalcapturepossible,
research on identifying viruses began in earnest. The focus on virus morphologies 
soongavewaytotheromancewithgenomiccodesinthemid-20th century as molecular 
biologistsdrilleddowntogenomicfingerprintsofvirusesinhostDNA.Thelatter
remainsthebedrockofvirologicalresearch,evenas,stilllaterinthe20thcentury,the
onus fell on integrating research with the rise of systems biology. 

7 ThemantraisassociatedwithSciVispracticeswhichbeginstocommerciallycohere
in the late eighties (the precedents in molecular graphics go back much further). The 
firstSciViscongregation(theVisualizationinScientificComputingConference),in
1987,broughttogetherindustry,academics,andgovernmentofficials.Thus,beganthe
industrial enterprise of new media platforms that allowed scientists and animators to 
produce images based on experimental data necessary for designing source materials 
(digitalfilesforsyntheticcompounds)thatcouldbeactualizedasmarketable“bio-
logicals”(biotechnologicalproducts).See,introductiontoPickfordandTewksbury1994.

8 Wemightrememberthat“emergence,”whichisakeyconceptforlarge-scaleecological
disturbancessuchasnewpathogenicspeciesrelations,comesfromtheLatinroot
emegeresignifying“toappear.”Inthisregard,studyingvirusesinanagarplateunder
theelectronmicroscopeisanepistemiccutthatmakesvirus-humanrelationslegible,
readying them for other interventions such as gene-splicing or drug therapy.  

9 Forthemultisensorydimensionofbuildingproteinmacromolecules,oneofthebest
studiesisNatashaMyers’(2015)ethnographyofproteincrystallography.Myerstraces
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The point is better made with brief illustration: I focus on the making of 
HIV macromolecules at the Center for Computational Structural Biology 
(formerly,MolecularGraphicsLab)attheScrippsResearchInstitute,Univer-
sityofCalifornia,SanDiego.Itschiefbiologist,ArthurOlson,wasapioneer
in the computer graphics foundational to molecular visualizations. Founded 
in1981,the“OlsonLab”(asitisnicknamed)sourcesitsdatafrommolecular
biologists(studyinggenetranscriptions),biochemists(studyingchemical
interactions),andstructuralbiologists(studyingproteinassemblies)tobuild
integrative crowd-sourced models which allow researchers to move beyond 
their silos of expertise.10Untilnow,thelabhasmadesixmodelsoftheHIV-1
macromolecule on media platforms so that researchers can manually move 
moleculesaround,watchforfolds,accelerateordeceleratemotion.Whilethe
game industry’s VR platforms provide inspiration for analyzing biomolecular 
structuresin3-D,sophisticatedtoolkitsspecificallytailoredforbiological
researcharenowavailable;someofthesehavebeendevelopedattheOlson
Lab.11Abiology-specificextensionofthebetter-knownAutoPACKisasuiteof
programscalledcellPACK,whichwasdevelopedincollaborationwithmed-
ical-illustrator-turned-software-designerGrahamJohnson(MesoscopeLab,
UniversityofCalifornia,SanFrancisco).12 Structural biologist and illustrator 
DavidGoodsell’slegendary“zoomable”watercolors,whichmagnifiedcellular
structuresintotheirmolecularcomponents,arethemethodologicalandaes-
theticbasesforbuildingunifiedhybridmodelsoncellPACK(fig.2a).13 

the haptic and kinesthetic qualities of modeling proteins to argue for a sensuous 
engagementwithscientificmolecularstructures.

10 Arthur Olson has been envisioning HIV from the start of the epidemic in the United 
States.StudyingthestructuraldimensionsofHIV,theOlsonLab’s“AIDS-RelatedStruc-
turalBiologyProgram”isanNIH-fundedoperation.Theteamatthelabincludesarange
of scientists from David Goodsell (on the technical-aesthetic end) to Stefano Forli (on the 
biotechindustryend).Thelabdevelopedatleastonethousandstructuresofprotease,
one of the three important HIV enzymes in the viral replication cycle. Research on HIV 
enzymebiostructureshaseverythingtodowiththelife-savingproteaseinhibitors,
placingtheOlsonLabsquarelywithinongoingeffortstodeveloppharmacological
solutionsto“managedHIV”(asitisnowcalled).

11 Intheareaofsoftwareprograms,thelab’ssuccessesaremany.“Autodock,”aprogram
forbiomolecularstructureanalysis,hasbeenadoptedbyfourthousandlaboratoriesall
over the world.

12 cellPACK was developed at the Olson Lab (with Ludovic Antin) while Johnson was 
finishinghispost-graduatework.Theopen-sourceprogramintegratesstructuralbiology
andsystemsbiologydatawithpackingalgorithmstoassemblecomprehensive3D
modelsofcell-scalestructuresinmoleculardetail. 

13 DavidGoodsellisacentralfigurewhoiswellknownforhiswatercolorillustrations
basedonrealdatasourcesandmagnificationspecifications;theseareavailableonthe
ProteinDataBank.Goodsellhasnotonlyledonthescientificfront,buthisbooks, The 
Machinery of Life(1993)andAtomic Evidence(2016),arewidelyconsideredexemplarsof
sciencecommunication.Basedonhisaestheticprotocols,theOlsonLabhasproduced
asmanyas6HIV-1modelstodate(HIV-11.2,1.3…),eachmanuallycuratedwithwidely
sourced data.
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[Figure2a–b]WatercolorofHIVinBloodPlasma,1999;HIV-in-BloodPlasmaVisualization,2015

The idea is to combine data from all branches of biology into a compre-
hensivemesoscalemodelrangingfrom0.1micronto10nanometers.“Artistic
depictionsofcellularenvironments”builtonthecellPACKsuitecanintegrate
datafromultrastructural(lightandelectronmicroscopy),infrastructural
atomic(x-raycrystallographyandNMRspectroscopy),andbiochemical
(forconcentrationsandinteractions)sources( Johnsonetal.2015,85-91).
“Ingredients”fromthesedatasourcesproducescientific“recipes”(asthelab’s
extendedcookingmetaphorruns)forvariouspartsofthemodel.Fig.2bisan
image,HIV-in-Blood Plasma,madeupofsevendifferentrecipes(eachwitha
differentcolorcoding)thatareunifiedintoasinglemodel.Endlessupdatesto
the“editablemodelofHIV”becomepossibleintheseplastic,malleableliquid
images.TheOlsonLab’sHIV-1ultrastructure(theHIVenvelope)functionsas
thepolyhedral“mesh”orEuclidean“statespace”(addingtimetogeometric
coordinates)forpackingingredients(DeLanda2011).Thisisaccomplishedby
cellPACK’svirtuoso“packingalgorithms”thatdeterminehowthemeshisfilled
outtoproduceascalableimage(seefig.3).
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[Figure3]PackingtheHIV-1mesh

Such a drive toward consistent precision in modelling biomolecular structures 
enablesthestudyof“activesites”oncellularsurfacesthatdrugtherapies
targettoblockthesuccessful“docking”ofHIV.StefanoForli,whoisthebio-
techinterfaceatthelab,explainedhowanimating3-Dmodelsonnewmedia
platformsnotonlyprovidedtheopportunitytocircle,view,andanalyze
cellularstructures,butitalsoenabledcalculatingthedensities,forces,and
propensities of molecules as they interacted with each other. Real-time video-
trackingallowedformovingmoleculesaround,acceleratingordecelerating
molecularmotion.AsthemoleculesvibratedinBrownianmotion,Olson
noted,scientistscouldbetterunderstandtheelectrostaticcomplementarity
and hydrogen bonding that forms molecular structures. They could zoom into 
specificsitesofstructuraluncertaintyandthenouttothebiggerpicture—the
HIV-1viralcapsidintheextracellularenvironment.

Thisexampleofliquidimagesdisclosestheirinfinitemalleability.Tobesure,
these“technicalimages,”torecallVilémFlusser(1985),concretizinga“universe
ofparticlesmovingtowarddissipation,”areasplasticasareall digital images. 
Eachimageliquidatesandreconfigurestheprevioustrace.Andyet,thepoint
of the constant update is to keep up with high volumes of incoming data: 
theOlsonLab’sreleaseofHIV1.6demonstratedthepossibilityofintegrating
crowd-sourced structural data at speeds commensurate with the fast pace of 
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research( Johnsonetal.2014,23-44).Further,whenanimated,scientistswere
able to experiment with multiple outcomes for the molecules in motion—
colliding,adhering,separating.Suchdynamismiscriticaltosimulatingthe
changefulinteractivityofparasiticrelations.Asobligateparasites,bitsof
nucleicacidwithaproteincoatandwithoutcellwalls,weknowthatviruses
“comealive”assecondaryorganismsalwaysinvitalrelationtoahost;they
need host resources to replicate.14 But this biological partnership is con-
stantly negotiated as virus-host vital relations continue to emerge.15 Computer 
animationscansimulatetheprocessualitiesofemergences,predictingarange
of probable outcomes for the form and evolution of vital relations. 

Investigatingsimulationsoflivingsystems,ManuelDeLanda(2011)examines
the computational rendering of biologic “possibilityspaces”—thespaceof
genes,thespaceofstructuralproteins,thespaceofspatialstructures—into
synthetic possibilityspaces.Theefficacyofthescalable liquid image lies in 
rendering biological possibilities as calculable mathematical probabilities. 
Inthisenrichedmechanisticaccountoflife,DeLandaasks:What“individual
singularities”ariseininteractionsbetweenagentswithinapossibilityspace?
Definingindividualsingularitiesasnew properties,DeLandaarguesthat
hydrogenandoxygenproducealiquidstatemorethanthesumofitsparts,a
state whose properties (such as the temperature at which water boils) are dis-
tinct from the two gaseous entities. Secondary mutations of HIV that evolve as 

14 Eversinceitsdiscoveryinthelate19thcentury,thevirushasalwaysbeenaborder
object,inthesensethatitlacksanimportantdefinitivefeatureoflivingorganisms—the
capacitytometabolizewhatitneedstoregenerate.Oneofthemostinfluentialdef-
initionsof“life”hearkenstophysicistErwinSchrödinger’ssimplebutlastingdistinction
oflivingthingsasirritable,andcapableofreproductionandmetabolism.Asopposedto
crystals,livingthingsweredefined,Schrödingermaintained,bytheircapacityforself-
regeneration(togrow,repair,andreproduce)andtheirfightagainstdissipativeentropy
(“WhatifLife?”1941).Anobligateparasiteisanorganismthatcannotlivewithoutahost,
as opposed to a facultative parasite that can live independently but becomes parasite 
undercertainconditions.Theviruscanonlylivewithinhosts.Itliterally“comesalive”
from dormant crystalline states when it senses a host. 

15 Oneoftheforemostscholarsofparasitism,AngelaDouglascharacterizessymbiosisas
a derived state: a gradual evolutionary transition from antagonism (including virulent 
pathogenesis)tomutuallybeneficialrelationsincludingastable,managedpartitioning
of resources. Onepartner,usuallythehost,takescontrolofresourcedistributionover
time,imposingsanctionsandcontrollingtransmissionsforbothpartners,evenasboth
organismsdevelopnovelcapacities(alateral,nothereditary,transferofproperties)in
order to live with the perturbations that the other generates. Symbiosis-at-risk is one 
steponaspectrumofrelationsbetweenparasitesandhosts;andsomerelationships
(e.g. human-Ebola) never move past that point. Symbiotic relations are those that are 
mutuallybeneficialtotheparticipantsforthemajordurationoftheirlifetime.Thisdoes
notmeanthatparasitismisnotsymbiotic,butthatpathogenicparasitismisnot.Less
virulentparasitesareataselectiveadvantageinthisregard,sincetheydonotdeplete
theresourcesofthehost.Wecan“livewith”virulentpathogenslikeHIVonlywiththe
technologicalmediationofdrugtherapies.See,AngelaDouglas,The Symbiotic Habit 
(PrincetonUP,2010),Symbiotic Interaction(1994),andThe Biology of Symbiosis(1987).
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drug resistance are examples of such individual singularities: these properties 
emergeatnegotiationsbetweenhostresources,viralparticles,andchemical
drugmolecules.Whilesuchnewpropertiescanbedecodedanddocumented,
what remains speculative are the capacities and tendencies that come into play 
within living systems. Enter liquid images: the attempt to predict outcomes of 
new individual singularities arising in cellular environments. 

Asanimagecomposedatonescaleliquidatestoreassembleintoanother,
perhapslarger,whole,orviceversa,liquidimagesnotonlypresentvariable
trajectories but they also predict what is not yet known. They are crucial sites 
forcreativeactualizationsofscientifichypothesesbasedonmathematical
possibilities. Whether those hypotheses concern envisioning the capacities 
andtendenciesofcomplexsystems,ortrackingevolvingchangesinnew
singularities,thepartiallyknownhauntstheliquidimage.Thatsaid,decades
ofresearchonHIVformsabaselineforimagingSARS-CoV2.Weareindeed
aheadofthegame,evenasitmaynotseemlikeit.ThefamousDavidHo,
innovatoroftheproteaseinhibitorsoftheanti-retroviraltherapies,hasbeen
tappedforJoeBiden’steamonCOVID-19forareason.Buttoexpectdefinitive
findingsinamatterofmonthsistoliveinafool’sparadise.Weknowscientific
agreementsonparticularoutcomesproposedinscientificvisualizationscome
after years of study. Even though HIV is relatively simple in its composition 
(madeofjusteightstructuralproteins),the“HIVtrimer”wasonthe“most
wanted”listofproteinmacromoleculesuntil2013,whenthescientificcom-
munitycouldagreeonitsdefinitivecrystallinestructure.Theliquidimageis
an object lesson in patience.

WewillhavetoinhabitthemolecularfantasticofSARS-Cov2forthefore-
seeablefuture,watchingasthisincreasinglyfamiliarorbcirclesandenters
itsnewhosts,leavingcellularruininitswake.Theliquidimageisalwaysat
alagforvitalfluxcontinuestoexceedallsynthetictranscription.Delving
deeper,movingfaster,thesespeculativeimagesremaininhotpursuitofever-
emergent virus-host vital relations.
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Pandemic Media: On 
the Governmediality of 
Corona Apps 

Christoph Engemann

This article investigates the debate and implemen-
tation of corona tracing apps in Europe as an example 
of a new form governmentality. Here the media of 
governing become the problem to be governed and 
subsequently this formation can be called govern-
mediality. With corona apps the role of social graphs 
became a flashpoint for the emergence of such a 
governmediality. Based on a brief introduction on 
the history and context of social graphs, the article 
shows how coders, politicians, medical profes-
sionals, and hacktivists debated the effects of social 
graphs on individual liberties as well as on pandemic 
management. 
 
The intellectual game of varying Carl Schmitt’s notion of “sovereign is he who 
decidesuponthestateofexception”wheneveracrisisoccursreachednew
heightsduringthecoronaviruspandemicin2020.MostprominentlyGiorgio
Agambentoutedinthisvein,framingthecrisistriggeredbythespreadofthe
SARS-COVID-19virusasthefinalrevelationofthetruecoreofmodernstate-
hood(Agamben2020).Whatliesbehindtheliberalanddemocraticfaçadeare



186 Pandemic Media

not only the post-democratic procedures of faked deliberation and techno-
cratic decision-making but also an unfettered desire to reign in the lives of 
people.Thisincludesalteringtheirfreedomofmovement,requiringmasks,
triagingaccesstohealthcare,andultimatelydigitallysurveillingwholepop-
ulations and every individual at once: a digitally enabled normalization of a 
permanentstateofexception.Statehoodinthetwenty-firstcentury,sothe
underlyingtenorofthesedebates,wasawaitingsuchamomenttofullydeploy
its digitally advanced media of oppression.1

The development of corona tracing apps in Europe between roughly March 
2020andmid-June2020paintsadifferentpicture.Launchedbyaconsortium
callingitselfDP3-TstandingforDecentralized Privacy Preserving Proximity 
Tracing,theresultingsmartphoneappsweredevelopedviaacoordinated
effortofaninternationalgroupofcomputerscientists,epidemiologists,epi-
demic-modelers,virologists,andlawyers.Theappspromisedtofacilitate
themappingandnotificationofthesocialcontactsofinfectedpersonsin
epidemicsituations.Withthecoronaviruscrisis,manualcontacttracinghad
emerged as one of the most important tools to manage the course of the 
pandemic.ByMarch2020,smartphone-basedtracingappsusingBluetooth
standards for proximity sensing came under consideration to accelerate the 
laboriousprocessofmanualcontacttracing.Givensufficientacceptanceand
adoptionwithinagivenpopulation,suchsoftwareapplicationspromised
fasterresponseoptionstoemergingcontactchainsanddynamic,localized
management of lockdowns and similar measures.

Withtheirlaunchinmid-June2020thecontacttracingappswerelaudedas
prime examples of how societies should govern their digital re-mediation. Sur-
prisinglythispraisewasofferedbyactorstypicallyskepticalaboutanygovern-
mentITprojects:highprofilehackergroupsliketheGermanChaosComputer
Club,dataprotectionofficials,privacyadvocates,anddigitalactivists.

This praise was partially based on the use of open source developing 
practices,makingthecodebaseoftheappsavailabletopublicscrutinyvia
GitHub. For the Bluetooth stack2 of the tracing apps the two dominant man-
ufactures of smartphone operating systems Apple and Google participated 
inthedevelopment,openlyprovidingAPIs3 to enable access at the level of 
theoperatingsystem,contributingcodeandprivacyconsultancy.Thecode

1 ThewebsiteoftheEuropeanJournalofPsychoanalysishascollectedAgamben’soriginal
article,“Theinventionofanepidemic,”andthesubsequentdiscussionwithcon-
tributionsbyAlainBadiou,SlavoiZizek,andJean-LucNancyamongothers.Foracritical
discussionseealsoChristiaens(2020),Sotiris(2002),andSarazin(2020).

2 Bluetoothstackreferstothevendorspecificimplementationofthesetofprotocols
definedfortheBluetoothlowenergyshortrangecommunicationstandard.

3 APIstandsforapplicationprogramminginterfaceanddefineshowanapplicationinter-
faces with other applications requesting data from it.
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repository GitHub4 was employed not only to publish code and protocols 
but to also invite discussions on the social and cultural dimensions of the 
application. 

A practice was thus established around the corona tracing apps that Chris-
topherKelty(2008,27f.)hascalledrecursivepublics.Basedonresearchin
opensourcedevelopmentcommunities,Keltydescribedrecursivepublicsas
contexts that simultaneously deliberate and build the tools that allow for their 
own deliberation. Such a dynamic was evident with the corona tracing apps 
too. Using GitHub as well as classical forms of publications in newspapers and 
journals,arecursivepublicforbuildingaprivacypreservingdigitalcontract
tracing emerged. In this process the corona tracing apps became a medium of 
liberalism.Notonlywerethealgorithms,datastructures,andprotocolsofthe
tracingappsscrutinizedintheireffectsonliberalvalues,butthequestionof
how a digital liberalism could be implemented was raised. The pandemic was 
understoodasachallengeofliberalism,andthetechno-orientalist(Tai2020)
imaginationsoftheChinese,Taiwanese,andKoreanapproachestotracking
and tracing were mobilized as negative examples. In opposition to these 
mostlyimaginedAsianapproaches,theEuropeantracingappwastopreserve
individual privacy and not provide any means for surveillance. The posture of 
the European tracing apps thus both included an international signal as well 
as messages to the European public. The latter was addressed as subjects 
of digital governing that they could self-govern by means of the openness of 
codebase and discussion.

MembersoftheDP-3Tconsortiumhighlightedthenecessitytopreventthe
emergence of social graphs within the data processing elements of the corona 
app stack. Graphs are mathematical structures describing linkages between 
entitiescallednodes(fig.1).Despitethediagrammaticconnotationsofthe
termgraph,thesemathematicalentitiesarenotprimarilyvisualmedia.
Nonethelessvisualizationsofgraphsarecommonand,forexample,partof
thevisualbrandingofFacebookevents(fig.2).Herethestagebackgrounds
often show networks of nodes and edges. But when such stylized graphs are 
shownorgraphdatasetsarevisualizedwithtoolslikeGephi,5 the use-value 
is comparably low. Visualizations are only viable for datasets with a relatively 
small number of entities. The function of these pictures is to depict complexity 
whilelargegraphs,likeGoogle’ssearchgraphwithatrillionnodesandedges,
escape their visualization.

4 GitHub is a popular online source code repository allowing for distributed development 
ofsoftware.Foundedit2008,GitHubwasacquiredbyMicrosoftin2018.Seegithub.org.

5 Gephiisanopensourcesoftwarepackageforvisualizing,analyzingandexploring
graph-data sets. See gephi.org
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[Figure1]NSABigGraphExperiment(Source:TechnicalReportNSA-RD-2013-056002v1)

ThetermsocialgraphusedbytheDP-3Tconsortiumwasoriginallycoinedby
MarkZuckerbergin2008.InthecaseofFacebookthenodesareindividual
people,theirfriendshipstheedges.InZuckerberg’saptnotionofthesocial
graph it is evident that Facebook has nearly managed to monopolize the math-
ematical representation of all digitally addressable individuals worldwide. 

[Figure2]ZuckerbergSocialGraph(Source:JustinSullivan/GettyImages)
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As the revelations by Edward Snowden as well as material from the War on 
Terrorshows(BurkhardandWaring2013;Burkhard2014;Engemann2016a/b;
2019;2020;Gellmann2020),acquiringandmaintainingasocialgraphisa
core element of the NSA’s approach to surveillance. At the same time plat-
formcompanieslikeGoogle,Amazon,andUberalsorelyonacquiringand
monopolizinggraphsofspecificmarkets:search,consumption,mobility
(Valdes2021;Engemann2016b;2020;Seemannforthcoming2021).

Without openly discussing these dimensions it is apparent that within the 
DP-3Tconsortiumandalargercommunityofcomputerscienceinformedcivil
society actors it was a shared view that allowing nation states to appropriate 
social graphs via corona tracing pps would be detrimental to the goal of pre-
serving liberal values within this infrastructure.

Indecentralizedsystemwhereriskisprocessedondevicelocally,“thiscomes
withtheimportantbenefitthattheservercannotlearnthesocialgraph,which
is data that can easily be repurposed and misused in ways that individuals 
wouldnotreasonablyexpectandmaynotwish.”(DP-3T,4,highlightedinthe
original C.E.)6

This point is stressed further in the accompanying Data Protection and 
SecurityPaperoftheDP-3T,publishedinMay2020:“Noentitycanobserveor
keeprecordofaglobalviewofthesocialgraphofapopulation,inanonymized
formorotherwise.”(DP-3T,3)

InajointstatementofresearchersassociatedwiththeDP-3Tproject,the
dangers of such graphs are further highlighted: “With access to the social 
graph,abadactor(state,privatesector,orhacker)couldspyoncitizens’
real-world activities. Some countries are seeking to build systems which could 
enablethemtoaccessandprocessthissocialgraph.”(Vealeetal.2020,2).

Incentralizedapproaches,thetracingdatacollectedbythesmartphones
could be interlinked and a graph of the contacts between devices would 
emerge(fig.3). 7 Due to the anonymous nature of the tracing data this graph 
itself would not allow surveillance of individuals. But since interlinking the 
graphwithotherdataistrivial,theexistenceofsuchagraphwouldpose
asignificantprivacythreat.Withcentralizeddatastorageandprocessing,
corona tracing apps thus would have become a means of graph appropriations 
(Engemann2014;2016a/b;2019;2020;Seemann2021;seealsoChun2020),
allowing for the generation of a dynamic social map of the tracing population.

6 SeealsotheBlueTraceManifestofromSingapore(BlueTrace2020).
7 SeeforexamplethepositiontakenbyGerman-FrankoPEPP-PTconsortium:PEPP-

PT Data Protection and Information Security Architecture Illustrated on German 
Implementation,5,8,and23.
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[Figure3]ContacttracinggraphvisualizationinSingapore(Source:https://co.vid19.sg)

InitiallyfavoredbytheGermanandFrenchgovernments(seePEPP-PT2020),
centralizedapproachessparkedcriticismnotonlybytheDP-3Tconsortium
but by the wider public. Germany eventually changed their stance to a decen-
tralizedapp,whichdelayedtherolloutbysixweeks.Francedeployedacen-
tralized version in mid-May. By mid-June the centralized approach favored in 
Great Britain had been dropped and the decentralized model was adopted for 
the NHS app.

From Governmentality to Governmediality
The development of the corona tracing apps has given rise to a peculiar state 
of exception: the exceptional situation that those who are governed reject 
being graphed out. Given the prevalence of graphing for platform economies 
andingeopoliticssince9/11,suchrejectioncouldbecallednaïve.Butperhaps
the corona crisis is a moment when contemporary societies began in earnest 
to muster and investigate the media of their governing. By this I mean the 
mediathatbothgeneratethedata,addresses,andordersaswellasallow
societiestostore,transmitandprocesstheseverydata,addressesandorders
togovernthemselves.Despiteromanticinclinationsdesiringthis,unmediated
societies have never existed.8 The current situation of the ongoing transition 
to digital media is a re-mediation. The scope of this re-mediation is no less 
than total: an outside of the digital mediality nowhere in sight. Quite the con-
trary: we are witnessing how every aspect of life gets re-mediated as smart 

8 Society as a modern phenomenon is the translocal and transtemporal interrelatedness 
ofindividuals,institutions,andentitiesenabledandfacilitatedbyandwithmedia.The
critique of society often relies on calling for seemingly unmediated forms like face-to-
face communication to overcome the indirectness and alienation ascribed to society. 
Seeforexampletheclassicaldichotomybetweensocietyandcommunityasofferedby
Tönnies(2019[1897]).
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environments(Sprenger2019),madeaddressableviawearables(Nosthoffand
Maschewski2019),andhowevernewappsareproposingtodigitizetheas
yetundigitized.Simultaneouslyplatforminfrastructuresallowforeverfiner
granularity in processing and interlinking the resulting data.

Graphs perhaps encapsulate this totalizing element of digital media: they 
aredatastructuresofendlessaggregation,nevercompleteandalways
open to incorporating and interlinking more and new data. This totalizing 
moment is furthermore inherent to the centrality measures that process the 
relative position of every node to every other node9 and power the graph-
basedidentificationtechniquesemployedinthewaronterror,inonline
advertisement,aswellasinepidemiologicalinterventions.

[Figure4]SlidefromtheSnowdenArchiveTREASUREMAPPresentation(Source:https://www.

spiegel.de/media/6442ce11-0001-0014-0000-000000034757/media-34757.pdf)

What raised its head in Europe is perhaps not the state of exception as 
Agambenenvisionedit.Rather,itisafurthersolidificationofanewformof
governing in which what Michel Foucault had described as governmentality 
(Foucault2004)becomesagovernmediality.Theemergenceofaregime
whereindividuals,hackers,experts,NGOs,privatefirms,andgovernments
generaterecursivepublicsthatallowthemtostudy,deliberate,andgovern
the mediality of their own conduct and of the conduct of conducts. The media 
ofsociety,morepreciselythemediawhichestablishandenablethesociality
ofagivenpopulation,areforegroundedandrenderedintoproblemsof
governing(fig.4).Aprocesswhichisinseparablefrominvestigatingthemedia
ofself-governingofestablishingindividuality,privacy,andself-conductunder
digitalconditions.IntheemergingliberalgovernmedialityofEurope,enabling
citizens to question digital media as tools of both enabling as well as threating 
liberal values constitutes a core dynamic. The corona tracing apps exemplify 
thisdevelopment.Inthefuture,similardevelopmentsinthefieldsofdigital
identitymanagement,eHealth,eGovernment,butalsoenergyconversation
and food safety can be expected. None of these developments will rule out 
astateofexceptioninAgamben’ssense,butthefocusofcriticalinquiryinto
digital statehood could perhaps learn more by focusing on the permanent 

9 Foranelaboratediscussiononthehistoricalandepistemologicalcontextsofcen- 
tralitymeasures,seetheexcellentoverviewinBernhardRieder’s“EnginesofOrder– 
AMechanologyofAlgorithmicTechniques”(Rieder2020,268ff).

https://www.spiegel.de/media/6442ce11-0001-0014-0000-000000034757/media-34757.pdf
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mobilization of critical faculties enabling liberal implementations of digital 
media.
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Zoom in on the Face:  
The Close-Up at Work 

Guilherme da Silva Machado

Recent configurations of the workplace have revealed 
the face as an indispensable medium for the organi-
zation of labor. An attempt will be made here to show 
how such configurations rely on a cinematic ideal 
of human expression to operate as a streamlined 
space of interfacial communication with perform-
ance-regulating effects. The cinematic close-up, which 
historically embodied this ideal, then assumes a new 
function in contemporary organizations: that of pro-
viding an expanded semiotic system of the face for an 
accurate communication of psychological traits and 
states of mind beyond verbal exchanges. The facial 
close-up, in this perspective, instead of a close range 
between the camera and the “facial object,” defines a 
relationship to the figurative space according to which 
its totality takes on a physiognomic significance.
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Anotableeffectoftherecentpandemichasbeenthesuddenexpansionof
publicpresentationsofselfatworkbycinematicmeans.Forasignificant
numberofworkerswhohad,upuntilthepre-pandemicperiod,stoodinthe
positionofpurespectatorsofcinematicpublicfigures,theconstraintoftele-
working has compelled them to acknowledge the fact that techniques such as 
theclose-up,whichusuallyheightentheemotionsandbeautyoffilmstars,
TVandInternetpersonalities,arenowtoolsfortheirownpublicmagnifi-
cation.What’smore,so-calledvideoconferencingapparatusesusedforwork
meetings generate situations where workers can both contemplate and be 
contemplatedbyalloftheirinterlocutorsatwill,andfromsuchadistance
that the slightest reactions of each person can be equally distinguished by any 
other. The visual arrangement of these apparatuses enables everyone to enjoy 
avoyeuristicexperienceoftheircolleagues,collaborators,andclientsquite
similartothatoneenjoyswhilewatchingafilmcharacter.Thisisduetoablind
spot between cameras and screens that makes it possible for everyone to 
stare at whomever they want without anyone knowing exactly who’s watching 
whom.Fromthisperspective,thepandemichashastenedareconfiguration
ofhumaninteractionsatwork,whilemakingitclearthatoneindispensable
medium of productivism today is—alongside the computer—the human face.

Insofarasthisreconfigurationofworkinteractionsispartofaregulartrend
unexpectedlybroughttoaparoxysmbyaforcemajeure,onecandraw
evidence about a shift in aesthetic regimes sustaining labor organization and 
productive performance. If companies today can dispense with the body as 
anobjectofknowledge—andwiththearchitectural,ergonomic,andmon-
itoring systems that make it visible in order to better control it (Rabinbach 
1992;Hediger2009;2013)—butlesssowiththeface,thissuggeststhatinter-
facial relations remain crucial for industrial productivity in many sectors. One 
could then argue that since at least the mid-twentieth century and the rise of 
technologicalbureaucracies,anaestheticregimeofworkdisciplinefocusedon
thebodyandthescientificgazeseemstohavegivenwaytoanotherfocused
considerably on the face and the day-to-day interfacial gaze.

While the convenience of facial observation in work interactions can be simply 
interpretedasamatterofcommunicativeefficiency,thisefficiencyisarguably
duetoasurfeitofeventsperceivedonfacesthatallowsworkerstorecognize,
beyondverbalcommunication,zonesofpsychologicalresonance,fluctuations
inthemoodoftheirinterlocutors,reasonsforadmiration,impatience,dull-
ness,anddisappointment;thatis,aseriesofconsciousandunconsciousphys-
iognomicmotions,thereadingofwhichenablesworkerstoidentifygeneral
expectations,factorsofsatisfactionanddiscontent,groundsforlaudable
performance,andtheirownlevelsoffitness. Such daily observation practices 
atworkweredescribed,fromthe1950s,bysociologistslikeErvingGoffman,
who was particularly interested in the way workers try to control and keep 
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track of the impressions they convey to their co-workers and other audiences 
(Goffman1956).Inthefieldofanthropology,andbasedoncommunication
theory,GregoryBatesonintroducedtheconceptof“injunction”in1972to
refertorules,motivationalandinhibitingfactorstransmittedbynon-verbal,
albeiteffectivemeansinwhathecalledsecondarylevelsofcommunication
(Bateson1987).FollowingBateson’sconcept,theorganizationalapparatusof
companiescanbeseenasacombinationofdifferentlayersofcommunication
aimed at regulating performance. These layers are not all at the same level 
ofexplicitness.Whileattheverballeveltypicalcordialitiesaremaintained,a
rangeofinjunctionscanberoutinelydeployedthroughnon-verbalchannels,
andinparticularthroughdramaturgiesoftheface.Interfacialexchangescan,
therefore,beunderstoodasasecondarycommunicationchannelthrough
which injunctions to daily productivity circulate. Its existence and its potential 
importance depend on both a certain knowledge to interpret faces as 
signifiersofconcealedjudgmentsandfeelings,andaparticularconcernwith
the design of the public image of self.

The importance granted to the face as a text of the individual soul has a long 
history. In its recent theoretical articulations—especially after the intervention 
ofphotographicsnapshots,whichhavesignificantlyreframedthedebateon
physiognomy around issues of facial mobility1—one might consider the work 
ofGeorgSimmeltobeoneofthefirstcriticalaccountsonthemodernfas-
cination with the face as the locus of visibility of personality and psychological 
processes.InafamousessayonRodinin1911,Simmelarguedthatthemodern
preference for the face over the body relies on the fact that the former shows 
“manintheflowofhisinnerlife,”whilethelatter,prioritizedbytheAncients,
showsmanrather“inhispermanentsubstance”(Simmel1996,103).Forthe
Berlinphilosopher,“…theessenceofthemodernassuchispsychologism,
the experiencing and interpretation of the world in terms of the reactions of 
ourinnerlife,andindeedasaninnerworld,thedissolutionoffixedcontents
inthefluidelementofthesoul”(103).Simmelsawthefaceasascenewith
moving features forming countless units of meaning. On such meaningful and 
permanentlymovingsurface,therestlesspersonalityandemotionallifeof
manwouldthusfindtheirprivilegedexpression:“onlythefacebecomesthe
geometriclocus,asitwere,oftheinnerpersonality,tothedegreethatitis
perceptible.…Theface,infact,accomplishesmorecompletelythananything
else the task of creating a maximum change of total expression by a minimum 
change ofdetail”(Simmel1965,279).

1 Thiswasattheexpenseofessentialistconceptionsofthesoul,whichfavoredaher-
meneutics of stable features and human phenotypes.Forasurveyofthis(significant,
but not conclusive) reframing of the physiognomic debate during the nineteenth 
century,seeGunning(1997).Foragoodoverviewofthediscourseonphysiognomy
beforethenineteenthcentury,inparticularsincetheRenaissance,seeMagli(1989).
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This modern fascination with the face as the revelatory space of the soul was 
not without an associated pursuit of technical means to reveal the face. Tom 
Gunningcalledthe“gnosticmissionofcinema”its“potentialforuncovering
visualknowledge.”Formanyearlyfilmtheorists,suchasBelaBalázsandJean
Epstein,“thegnosticpotentialofthecinemawasespeciallyevidentinthecon-
junction of the cinematic device of the close-up and the subject of the human 
face”(Gunning1997,1).AccordingtoGunning,oneofthekeyimpulsesinthe
nineteenth-century development of cinematic technologies was a multiple 
curiosity about the meanings of the face that propelled attempts to master 
itsreadingthroughtheclassificationandarchivingofitssignifyingmoving
features. These attempts were carried out by scientists like Duchenne de 
Boulogne,CharlesDarwin,Jean-MartinCharcot,andGeorgesDemenÿ:“The
desire to know the face in its most transitory and bizarre manifestations was 
stimulatedbytheuseofphotography;butthatdesire,inturn,alsostimulated
thedevelopmentofphotographyitself,spurringittoincreasingtechnicalmas-
teryovertimeandmotion,proddingittowardtheactualinventionofmotion
pictures”(Gunning1997,25).Intheearlydaysofthemotionpicture,close-ups
offeredthespectacleofmagnifiedfacialexpressionswhoseattractionderived
fromtheirgrotesquelyrendereddetails.The“gnosticimpulse”forfacialreve-
lation thus fueled the market of technological curiosities and entertainment.

Withnarrativecinema,theclose-upcametobetheorizedasatechniqueto
givethespectatoraclearsenseofthemoodsandemotionsdominatingfilm
characters,potentiallyinducingempatheticattitudes.Forafilmtheoristlike
Balázs,aformerstudentofSimmelwhodefendedtheartoffilmmakingon
the premise of the movie camera’s capacity to see more and better than the 
humaneye,thismechanicpowerofvisionwastruly“artistic”whenappliedto
unveil the human soul. Balázs argued that facial close-ups communicate the 
psychologicalcomplexityofcharactersbyclear-cutvisualmeans,i.e.bymag-
nifying minimal changes in detail that denote total changes in expression. This 
made cinema an ostensibly richer and more authentic form of expression than 
the conventional linguistic signs.Hecalledthisrealmofcinematicsignifiers
ofthesoul,micro-physiognomy,anditsapplicationinfilmnarratives,micro-
dramaturgy(Balázs1977).InspiredbyGermanclassicalidealistaesthetics,
he went so far as to extend the idea of physiognomy to the whole universe 
offilmablethings(KochandHansen1987;Iampolski2010):anycinematic
matter was subject to assume a facial function as long as it was stylistically 
elaboratedtotakeonasubjectivesignificationonthescreen.Aglimpseofa
city,alandscape,oranobjectmayallexpressapersonalityorétat d’âme. The 
close-up was the ideal technique to make these elements assume the expres-
sive power of the face: “Close-ups … yield a subjective image of the world and 
succeed…inshowingtheworldascoloredbyatemperament,asilluminedby
anemotion”(quotedinKochandHansen1987,170).
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Balázs’s theories testify to a reliance in the superior authenticity of the 
cinematic image in communicating subjective attributes. Faced with the close-
up,thespectatorsareplunged,hesaid,intoapurelyphysiognomicdimension,
thewholescreenbeingsettoreflectinnermovementsandpsychicdramas.
He claimed that the close-up was an artistically designed situation of specta-
torial complicity with the characters’ mind states and personalities. The crucial 
thing about this technique was that it gives visual access to even the uncon-
scious truth of filmcharacters,beyondanyrepresentational“make-believe”
typicalofbourgeoistheater.Close-upsofhumanfaces,becauseoftheir
powerofsubjectiverevelationbelyinganyrole-playingattitude,maketheper-
sonalities of characters inseparable from those of the actors who play them: 
“Thefilmactoristhesolecreatorofhisfigures[Gestalten],whichiswhyhis
personality … means style and Weltanschauung. One sees in the appearance 
ofthehumanbeinghowheseestheworld”(quotedinAumont,1992,86).

Curiously,oneofthemostinfluentialworksonthemodern“intimatesociety,”
Richard Sennett’s The Fall of Public Man,alsospeaksaboutademiseofrole-
playinginfavorofa“moreauthentic”modeofindividualpublicexpression.
AccordingtoSennett,publicexpressionisnowadaysexperiencedasanidio-
syncraticandspontaneousmanifestation,adirectreflectionofindividual
psychologicalimpulses.Theexpressionoffeelings,forinstance,nolonger
reflectsimpersonalpresentationmodels;itisnolongerderivedfromcon-
ventionalmorphologiesandsignificationscharacteristicofthe“publiclife”
which individuals learn to believe in and play with: “Expression in the public 
worldwas[once]presentationoffeelingstatesandtoneswithameaning
oftheirownnomatterwhowasmakingthepresentation;representation
of feeling states in the intimate society makes the substance of an emotion 
dependonwhoisprojectingit”(Sennett2002,314).Insofarasanypublic
actionisnowexperiencedasadirectreflectionofsingularpersonalities,
theprincipleof“role-playing”isreplacedbyaprinciplegoverningthepublic
lifethatSennettcalls“narcissistic.”Accordingtothelatter,bothsocialand
material relations that an individual can have all bear a substantially deter-
minedrelationshipwiththeself;theselfispermanentlylookingforits
reflectioninexperience.Writinginthe1970sandtakingwhite-collarworkers
asakeyexample,Sennettportraysmodernityasthetimewhenthequestion
ofpersonalidentityhaspervadedallmodesofaction,extinguishingrole-
playing as an attitude that preserves a gap between forms of expression and 
theself.Modernnarcissists,heclaims,“treatsocialsituationsasmirrorsof
self,andaredeflectedfromexaminingthemasformswhichhaveanon-
personalitymeaning”(327).Instilledbymoderninstitutionsthat“mobilize
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narcissism”(327),theyseeallpublicattitudesasself-revelation,asexpres-
sionsoftheirsingularpersonality,personalethicsandmotivations.2

The“mobilizationofnarcissism”typicalofmoderninstitutions,andthe
“gnosticimpulse”ofcinematorevealtheface,havegoodreasontofinda
privileged articulation in the current practices of self-branding at work. As 
practices designed to tie self-identities to personal potential for contribution 
tobusinessachievements,theyrequestindividualstoconstantlyobserve
the judgment of others in order to assess personal fitness. In terms of rules 
forpersonalsuccess,self-brandingdoesn’tinvolvetheadaptationtoimper-
sonalmodelsofgoodworkperformance.Rather,itrequiresanongoing
self-revelationattitude—revelationofone’screative,charismatic,motivated,
responsible,etc.personality.Ontheotherhand,it ’sapracticeofmonitoring
thereceptionof“self”byothers(Hearn2008).Ifsuchpracticesincitenarcis-
sisticconcern,it ’sbecausetheyerasetheboundariesbetweenone’spublic
expressionandtheassessmentofone’sinnateabilities,characterstrengths,
and other self-related attributes. Both from the point of view of self-exhibition 
and from the point of view of the inspection of impressions caused by the 
self,self-brandingpracticesrequireanetworkofsignsmoreaccurateand
more“authentic”thanverbalsigns.Forthesetooarefilteredbyconventional
courtesy and decorum. It calls for a sign system that is able to communicate 
thesubtletruthofinnerdrivesandpersonalimpressions,toprovideamore
faithful picture of singular personalities and judgmental thoughts. The fact 
thatthecinematicclose-up,withitspromisetotransformthescreeninto
aspaceofpuresubjectiverevelation,isnowsubstitutinginterpersonal
relations at work—this should therefore come as no big surprise. It provides 
self-branderswithgreatercontrolovertheirpowersofpersuasion,aswellas
greater visual accuracy in detecting meaningful expressions in their critical 
appraisers—they can thus become aware of the minute motives that trigger 
this expanded range of judgmental expressions.

Communicational apparatuses operating through facial close-ups and 
enabling inconspicuous stares do nothing but enhance the same phys-
iognomic practices they capitalize on in the contemporary workplace. By 
excludingbodiesandtheenvironmentfromthescopeofattention,they
intensify processes of facial scrutiny. They homogenize a scale of perception 
thatcanonlybeestablishedcircumspectlyandfitfullyinordinaryliveinter-
actions.Hence,theysituategroupsofcollaboratorsinspacesofmorerigid
interfacial symbiosis. By setting aside signs that don’t have a revelatory 
functionoftheselves,theycompelreciprocaluninterruptedreadingsof
intimacy.Thus,theytransformspacesofhumaninteractionintospacesof
purepsychologicalresonance.Atthesametime,theysubjectindividual

2 BorisGroys(2010)hasrecentlyofferedaninsightonthemodernaestheticsofthesoul
closetoSennett ’sideasinhisinterestingessayonthe“obligationofself-design.”
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faces to a stricter and more meticulous responsiveness within micro-
dramatic collective scenes. They sharpen and intensify meaningful corre-
lations between faces. They cause faces to respond to each other in a more 
necessary,urgent,atomicway,becauseoftheproximityoftheirreciprocal
frontalexposure.Theireffectistoensuretheduplicationofofficialexchanges
complete with intense exercises of facial interpretation and dramaturgy. In 
thisway,theycomplementtheregulatoryfunctionofverbalcommunication
bysecuringanefficient,butundeclared(andthussecondary)levelof
communication.

Insuchspaceswherethegazecanonlybeinterfacial,3 being able to look at 
one’s own face among others is of prime importance. Videoconferencing 
mirror images link the presentation of self at work with the aesthetics of 
socialnetworks,whereself-brandingpracticesarewellestablished.They
consequentlyextendtothedailypresentationofself,one’sviewofone’sown
self as an aesthetic object. The gesture that the mirror image provokes is 
inevitablythatofexaminingtheoutwardappearanceofselfanditsmeaning,
forverificationthatitactuallysignifieswhatitissupposedtosignify—that
its forms are in conformity with the circumstances. Such gestures attest that 
if video communication apparatuses prove useful as substitutes for the con-
temporaryworkplace,thisisnotsimplybecausetheysupportefficientfirst
levelteamcommunication,butalsobecausetheysupportprocessesoffacial 
production.Theyareefficientfaciality machines(DeleuzeandGuattari1987):
they multiply opportunities to create and address meaningful surfaces of 
selftoothers.Close-upmirrorimagesmakefacesproliferate;everyoneis
giventhechancetocontrolsubtlesignsemanatingfromtheself,whichaim
to persuade and constrain others to take into account messages that are 
neverexplicitenoughtobestated,andneverhiddenenoughtodiscount
theireffects.Thespaceconstitutedbytheclose-upsisthereforeaspaceof
intensifiedinter-excitation,withmultiplesemioticagentsofinterpersonal
stress. 

But it ’s not just about the human head’s face. All the elements within the 
individualimageframesinvideoconferencingactasfaces,i.e.theygiveriseto
a view of the inner attributes and subjective states of their characters. In the 
contextofthehomeoffice,composingone’svideobackgroundandchoosing
theobjectslikelytoentertheframerequiresreflectiononthesignificationone
wants to see attributed to one’s personality and psychological traits. All visual 
and sound forms become signs of inner features. Atthislevel,theproblem
ofwhetherornottheseimagesare“close-ups”isinnowayamatterof
measuring“shotsizes”ofthehumanbody.It ’sthefactthattheyareintegrally 
conceivedassignifyingsurfacesofselves,andtheyendowtheirfigures(even

3 Foranoriginaltheoryoftheinterfacialgazeasagenerativeforcefieldoftheself,see
Sloterdijk(2011).
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theirbackgrounddetails)withaphysiognomicfunction,whichlinksthemtoa
historical practice of the close-up. The cinematic close-up—the embodiment 
of an ideal of expression of the soul since the nineteenth century—after its 
driftsinthemarketofattractionsandfilmnarratives,assumesthenatele-
pathicfunctionintheworldoflabor,whereitsnewconfigurationsbecomethe
default setting for the public staging of self.

Inpandemictimes,companieshavebeenmassivelytestingnewformsof
social interaction that don’t fail to strengthen their organizational networks 
of physiognomic injunctions. Communication networks built on physiognomic 
knowledgemanifestadisciplinarypowerunlikethatofspecialized(scientific)
knowledge applied to bodies at work. They operate as opportunities of 
putting into practice a widespread hermeneutics that generates the voluntary 
normalization of productive behavior. One can always gauge the success or 
failureofvideoconferencingapparatusestoreplaceliveworkinteractions;in
anycase,theseapparatusesdealwiththeproblemofthereconstructionof
an aesthetic regime that ensures productivity in contemporary bureaucratic 
systems of production. This regime is that of the interfacial gaze: a key channel 
forthepracticeofself-brandingandthereadingofpsychodynamiceffectsof
individualactions.Workerstodaycareagreatdealaboutfaces,they’recon-
stantlydecodingandencodingfaces.Therecentcinematicconfigurationsof
the workplace are the result of a situation of production where the body has 
been made disposable—accompanied by a demand for greater visibility of 
faces. They’re the ideal(istic) alternative for the production of a self-disciplined 
subject immersed in a physiognomic dimension.
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Sex with the Signifier 

Diego Semerene

The argument of this chapter is the shift from sex 
through bodies to sex through words, which the 
COVID-19 lockdown triggers. This shift is situated 
within a context of “autistic sex” which precedes the 
pandemic crisis, where the human subject doesn’t 
recognize the subjectivity of the other in their 
attempt to enjoy sex. The forms that sexual (non-)
encounters must take during lockdown reminds us 
of the role of fantasy, supported and enacted by the 
apparatus of the signifier, or writing, in bringing forth 
pleasure for the subject—particularly in sparing them 
from the inevitably unsatisfactory encounter with the 
fleshly other. When crises make certain enjoyments 
impossible, we may thus rediscover the fundamental 
function of the signifier—whose materiality can be 
more reliant, and malleable in obeying the shapes 
dictated by one’s fantasy, than that of the body.
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AmanfromFabswingers,aBritishhook-upsitewhereIhaveaprofileasa
crossdresser,sendsmeseveralmessages,allofwhichgounanswered.“Hi.
What are you up to? Hello? Hello? Babe? I am close to you. If I’m just wasting 
mytimewithyouwilltellme.Ok,IguessIam.”Hefinalizeswithasad-faced
emoji,whichpromptsmetoreplywitha“WhatsApp,”alsothenameoftheapp
we are using to communicate. He then summarizes the reason for being of our 
interactionwithastonishingconcision,layingbarethefunctionofthesignifier
inenjoyment,thecentralargumentofthisessay:“Iwantyoutospeaktome.”

IswearIamamuchquickertexterwithmenwhoallowmetimetorespond.I,
too,wantthemtospeaktome.ParticularlywhenIcan’tinvitethemover.But,
whenIthinkofit,alsowhenIcan.Ioftenturnnottopornographytomas-
turbate,andnoteventothephotographstheseoftengood-lookingstrangers
sendme,buttothesentencestheywroteme.

IscrollbackonWhatsApptofindplaceswhere,forinstance,aMatthewfrom
Birmingham,whohastoldmehewantstomarryme,says,“Hopeyouhavea
nicesleepprincess,wishIwokeupnexttomyangel.”Izeroinon“princess,”
Izeroinon“angel,”evenimagininga“little”precedingeachnountomakemy
cominginevitable.Irememberhisface,butthelastthingIwanttodobefore
coming is read his words. 

OnTwittertheprofileDailyScallyoffersphotosofsupposedlystraightand
workingclassEnglishmen(“scallies”).Inoneofthemweseeahandsome
youngmaninabluehoodiewithashavedheadandadisaffectedexpression.
Heismade“scally”bythewritingontopoftheimage,whichprovideshissup-
posedage,19,andhissupposedname.“Masoncumssomuchandhisspunk
issopotentthathe’smadeeverygirlhe’seversleptwithpregnant…6kidsand
counting.”

Words will be there to make claims about the body that the body itself cannot. 
Theypickupwherethebodyleavesoff.Orisittheotherwayaround?Inany
case,withoutthesignifierthereisnotevenawayofapproachingthebody.

Scrolling through my Finstagram,whereIfollowmanyMMAfightersfrom
Ukraine,eventhough,orpreciselybecause,Ican’treadtheiralphabet,one
ofthempostsapictureofatattooheisgettingacrosshischest.Thereitis,
writtenonthebodyasanythingeverwas,astonishinglyconcise,too:

“I’vebeenholdingbacktears,”saysthetattoo,inplainoldEnglish.

Someone responds to an ad I post on the French site Annonces-Travesti. After 
thepandemic,myplanstospendthesummerinParishavebeenscrapped,
but not my eagerness to see what French men have to say. This guy sends 
meseveraltextsclaimingtowanttobemyboyfriend,“towalkhandinhand,
admiringthesungoingdown.”HisdescriptionissovividIalmostcomeevenif
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I am yet to know what he looks like. It seems I am not alone. “The more I write 
toyou,themoremydesireisonlyone…toseeyou,”hewrites.

SomeoneelseonFabswingersreadsmyprofile,whichstateswhereIamfrom,
orwhereIclaimtobefrom,andwritesnottoaskformorenudesbuttomake
anacousticrequest:“Sexywouldlovetohearthataccent.”

MatthewfromBirmingham,whowantstomarrymeafterlockdownandwill
allowmetoreadallhistextmessageswhenwearemarried,“outofrespect
formywife,”disappearsforafewdays.WhenMatthewresurfaces,he
apologizes. He is at risk of being furloughed and was swamped with work. I 
questionwhetherheisserious.Hewrites,“HowcanIsaywhatI’vesaidand
notbeserious?”

Amarried48-year-oldfromGrindrsaysheusedcondoms“pre-corona,”but
thatheis“beginningtothinklife’stooshorttopassonrealpleasure.”Hethen
tellsmeheneedsamistress,“areallady,”someonewhocangivehimwhathis
wifecan’t.“Careandrespectofferedinexchangeforfantasyfulfillment.”

It is quite striking how I have so quickly managed to adapt my urge for copious 
sex with strangers to the constraints posed by the pandemic. Like the man 
fromAnnonces-Travesti,themoreIwritethemoreIwanttoseethem.But
thenIdon’t.Inclingingontotheefficiencyoftheirwords,socompetentwhen
comparedtothemen’ssexualabilities,IfindpleasurewhereIexpectedtofind
suffering.Thereis,atlast,somethingtherewheretherewassupposedtobe
nothing.Isthatnotatthecoreoftheirwantingtosee,orwriteto,across-
dresserinthefirstplace?

I digress. The real question here is where the psychic labor devoted to 
symptoms that we judge to be fundamental to our everyday lives go when 
a crisis muzzles them. What do queer cruising subjects for whom a “post-
AIDS”worldhasbeengovernedbyretroviraldrugsandbarebacksexaimed
at an endless profusion of partners do with their bodies when such diligently 
craftedecstasiesarebarred?Iwillarguethat,whencrisesmakeage-old
enjoymentsimpossible,weseekrefugeinthemoreliteralregistersofthe
signifier,whosematerialitycanbemorereliantthanthatofthebody.

FrenchgaywriterMatthieuGaleysufferedfromaterminalillnessaroundthe
peak of the HIV epidemic. The fact that his illness was not AIDS struck him as 
anincrediblyfunnydissonancewiththetimes,“asthoughIhadcaughtscarlet
feverduringthegreatplague”(Galey2017,788).1 Galey’s symptoms were a 
particularlydemoralizingblowforsomeoneforwhomcruising,forsexand
ideas,wasawayoflife.Atfirsthedevelopsalimp.Thenhemustuseacane
tobeabletowalk.Ultimately,Galeyisconfinedtoawheelchairandloseshis
handmovement.Thefirsttogoishisrighthand,theoneheusestowrite.

1 AlltranslationsfromGaley’sdiaries,whichremainuntranslatedintoEnglish,aremine.
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Andwritehedoes,continuingthediaryhebeganin1953,at18yearsold,
untilthedayofhisdeathin1986.Almostonethousandpagesdetailingthe
innerworkingsofParisianpublishingcompanies,dinnerpartiesandnights
atthetheatrewiththelikesofFrançoiseSagan,LouisAragon,JeanCocteau,
and Roland Barthes. He also documents his long love stories and brief sexual 
encounters,allculminatingintheslowbreakdownofhisbody.

This is a breakdown made livable through the written word. For Hervé 
Guibert,whoseentireoeuvreiswrittenwithandthroughthebreakingdown
oftheAIDS-afflictedbody,“oneofAIDS’sfewmerciesistheemphasisitplaces
onthebrieftimeitgivesyou.Whattodowiththeunsavedlife?Useit,Guibert
imploreshisreaders,andrage—orwrite”(Durbin2020).

At a time when apps dedicated to making sexual intercourse possible thrive 
it is striking that so many of these app-mediated interactions seem bound 
tostaywithintherealmofsignifier-nessinitsmoreliteralsense.Somuch
cruising,solittlesex:fromthequestion,“Whatdoyouwanttodotome?”asa
strategytofishforwordsthat,unlikethebody,canhitthefantasyatitsheart,
to the exposition of exhaustive scenarios of how the sexual encounter should 
takeplaceeventhough,orpreciselybecause,itneverwill.Itcanbequitefrus-
tratingforthoseinvestedinreal-lifemeetings,becausetoenterthisdigital
sexualeconomyis,toooften,toremaininit.Althoughthecruisingsubjectin
this context can go back and forth between acting out the symptom through 
thebodiesofothersortheirwords,onecanfindveryquicklythatthereis
indeedenough,ifnotmore,enjoymentinthescriptingoftheevent,thanin
the event itself. 

BiceBenvenutoreferstoourtimeas“notthatoferos”(2020).Weareinvested
intheauto-erotismofthesensorial,predicatedonthingnessandsurfaces,in
lieuofthesensual,predicatedonactualseduction.Shecallsthisautisticsex.
Thesubject,whoisonlyinterestedingettingoff,doesn’trecognizethesub-
jectivityoftheother.Thatis,shemakesdowiththefantasy,withthewords,
withthesignifier—themoststablevariablesgiventheother’stendencyto
turn into spoiled objects once they become something other than ghostly 
apparitions. Galey writes of the blues that follow a particular night of orgies in 
AvignoninJulyof1984.“Apleasuremuchmoreintensepriorthanduring.Why
actthingsout?Theprologueissomuchbetterthantheplay”(2017,750).When
hegoestoSalzburgtomeetPeterHandke,theAustrianwritertellshim:“The
realizationofdesires,it ’salwaysabittoomuch.Desiringsuffices”(Galey2017,
713).

A lockdown that reduces the sexual encounter to the subject’s exchanging of 
imagesandwordswithonehandontheirphone,andtheotherontheirsex,
isaratherfittingpropositionfortheautisticsexnon-partnersofournon-
eros time. We don’t need to meet. We cannot meet. Meeting is conveniently 
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barred.Forsome,thiscanofcoursebecomeanincentiveforbreakinganewly
externalized law. An Adam from Fabswingerswritestome,“Hey,totaltophere
lookingtomakeloveduringlockdown.”SomeoneelseonGrindrsays:“Wantto
getsluttytonight?Fuckthislockdown…”

Weareintheeraofautism,Benvenutoargues,andtheautisticsubjectis
always already in lockdown. We can think of the supposed horrors of lock-
down,then,astheculminationofapathwewerealreadyon.Apathtakenby
those who take all the pleasure and give out none. 

Enjoymentfromthesignifierobviouslypredatesthedigital,butdigitalsex
withoutsexisakeyitemonthelistoftheso-callednewsymptoms,which
havetodowithtechnologiesofinstantgratification:panicattacks,attention
deficits,addictions,hyper-activity,andeatingdisorders.Whenitisthemech-
anismofsexthatmakesuscome,suchasinthefactory-styledynamicofsex
parties where dozens of bottoms await side-by-side on all fours for tops to 
fuckthemwithoutseeingtheirfaces,therecanbeallsortsofpleasures,but
there is no eros. 

Ifthebabywantstocarryonlivingit’sbecauseofpleasure,Benvenuto
remindsus.Ifthebabyasksformilkitisnotmilksheisafterbuteros,which
can only be granted by a mother who takes pleasure in the baby. This can’t be 
aone-waymirror.Milkwithoutthebreast,andherewedon’tmeantheorgan,
isautomation(Benvenuto2020).Inourautistictimesthebodyoftheother
mightbethebreastbutitisthesignifierthatwarrantslactation.

ItisusefultoconsiderLacan’sshiftintheorizingthesignifierinSeminar
XX,priortowhichthesignifierwaswhatrepresentedasubjectforanother
subject.Heasksustoforgetwhatweknowaboutthesignifier,explainingit
asanenjoyingsubstance:“Assoonasweturnthingsintonouns,wepresup-
poseasubstance….”(Lacan1998,21).ForLacan,then,thereisamateriality
tothesignifier,perhapsamilkyone,whereasthebodyitselfisasymbolic
creationandmereconsequenceofsignifier-ness.Jouissance,whichcango
fromapleasanttickletoanunbearableexplosion,appearsasaneffectof
thesignifier.Ifthereisjouissance,thereissomesortofwritingtakingplace.
Asentenceisbeingwritten.Bodiesaffectedbylethalvirusesareinagood
positiontoknowwhatkindofsentencethatis…Tobeaffectedbythevirus,in
thislogic,istobeunderitssign,whetheronesufferstheconsequencesofthe
virusphysicallyor,fornow,fantasmatically.

Agreatpartofwhatweenjoyaboutthesymptomisinthefactthatwefind,
inthewordsofpoetNunoJúdice,“pathswithoutexitsowecanstayinside
themforawhile(…)”(2019,74).Butenjoymentissupple.Thesymptomcan
castitsnetontonewlyfoundobjectsbecauseitisultimatelyaboutsignifiers,
not objects per se. When psychoanalyst Jamieson Webster volunteers at an 
IntensiveCareUnitforCOVIDpatientsinNewYork,shefindsherselfyearning



210 Pandemic Media

foreloquencefrompatientsintheirlastmomentsbutonlyfinds“desperate
stuttering”(2020)andfumbling.Thereiswritingheretoo,butofadifferent
kind.Thewordappears,forWebster,asthego-todefensemechanismfor
academics,buttheisolatedterminalpatients,manyofwhominstatesof
psychoticdelirium,speaknonsenseasifclingingontosignifier-nessinsteadof
meaning.

ForFreud,symptomaticsomatizationisanessentiallycreativeact.Tomove
something somewhere (i.e. the loss of a father to pain in the neck) is a 
metaphoric and productive act of representation akin to the dynamic between 
signifierandsignified,whichwritingandspeakingengender.Inthissense,
writing,onbodiesorpaper,issupposedtogiveonethesameamountof
pleasureasfucking(Webster2020).

Galeyreferstohisdefiancetowarddeathasan“aesthetic”resistance(2017,
822).Becauseadeathsentenceisbeingwrittenbyeveryspeakingsubjectthe
minutetheycomeintotheworld,heseesaconfrontationwithdeathpred-
icatedontheideaofacureasafutileproposition.Instead,heisinterestedin
“thebeautyofthegesture”(822)thatemergesfromwritingtheafflictedbody
downandaway.“MyimpressionisthatIamwritingmyownobituary,except
better”(821).

It wasn’t in his being spared from HIV that Galey carved himself a space out-
sideillness.AIDS,likeCOVID-19,hauntsandre-shapesbodiesevenifthe
virusfailstoenterthem.Inotherwords,theravagingoremancipatorycon-
sequencesofvirusesarenotcontingentoninfection,butoninfectiousness.
Galeyresistedthecrisisbywritingit,“inordertolookthebeastintheeye.
Weneverknow;wemightintimidateit”(2017, 831).Heclaimsthatifhewas
surprised by the miracle of the cure he would be disappointed. The sudden 
openingofyetanother50yearstobelivedwouldfeellikeacatastrophe.“It
is the brevity of my current life that makes it so beautiful and so precious. 
Something to be consumed in situ…”(757).

Edmund White remarks the many intersections between AIDS and COVID-
19,suchastheprevalenceofmisinformationtraversingeachcrisis,while
alsolistingtheirdifferences.Forinstance,thefactthatAIDSposedamuch
lesserthreattohealthprofessionals,andthatit“boreabadgeofshame
even in the gay community—if you were infected it was your own fault for 
not practising safe sex—whereas everyone feels sympathy for coronavirus 
victims”(White2020).Therearemanyreasonswhyitwouldbenonsensical,
ifnotperverse,tocompareAIDStoCOVID-19.Butthereissurelyawayto
tracearelationshipbetweenthemthatescapesequivalence,butfindskinship
incertainregisters—suchasfantasy.Thesignifierissurelyafundamental
apparatus within fantasy as the interface that organizes jouissance and its 
objects.Fantasyisthatwhichallows,forinstance,sometothinkofmasksand



Sex with the Signifier 211

condomsasequivalentfiguresinthattheycanbothexposethemalebodyas
vulnerable,contradictingphallicclaimsitmakesaboutitself.Right-wingYouT-
uber Brenden Dilley recently said he will never wear a mask to protect himself 
fromCOVID-19“becausehehardlyeverwearscondomsand,sofar,he’sonly
producedthreeoffspring”(Gremore2020).

ForGuibert,enjoyingtheatrocityofAIDSisagiftbetweenspeciesthatleads
tolucidityandinspirationbecause“itwasadiseasedeliveredinsteps.”The
virus“granteddeathtimetolive,thetimetodiscoverlifeatlast,…agreat
moderninventionthatgreenmonkeysfromAfricahadtransmittedtous”
(Guibert1990,193).2 Gifts that retroviral drugs have perhaps robbed from 
thoseprivilegedenoughtoliveina“post-AIDS”barebackbubblebutthat
COVID-19hasofferedback,likeaheirloom.AlthoughthepaceofCOVID-19
isdecidedlydifferentthanthatofHIV,theycoincideinthethreattheycome
torepresentassignifiersthemselves.Thepossibilitiesofthegiftlieinthe
potential usages the subject may make from the haunting that a destabilizing 
threat enacts. If AIDS was a gift because it allowed for an interim where death 
wasmulledoverbeforetakingover,thestatusofCOVIDasagiftisperhaps
contingent on its remaining in the horizon—neutered from pathogen into the 
fantasmaticsafety,andmultivalence,ofthesignifier.
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Textile-Objects and 
Alterity: Notes on the 
Pandemic Mask

Marie-Aude Baronian

This essay looks at the pandemic mask as a material 
object, which—beyond a means of immunization—
measures the global fragility we experience and the 
way we relate to and encounter radical otherness. The 
face mask embodies what I term a “textile-object”: a 
tangible medium that one wears and handles, but also 
that one reflects on and contemplates. Drawing on an 
ethical reading of the mask, the essay questions this 
pervasive item as both a fashion object that crystal-
lizes our contemporaneity and an accessory that 
tackles and seizes instances of alterity. Ultimately, 
wearing a mask forces us to infuse fundamental ethi-
cal thoughts into the way we inhabit the world and 
the way we engage with material objects.

Nowadays,themaskcanbeseenastheultimatematerialobject,anditis
arguably one of the most widely and frequently used sartorial items: in such 
ashorttimespan,thefacemaskhasbecomeaubiquitous,routine,and
enforced wearing practice. If the mask is a medial and prosthetic sartorial 
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object,protectingthebodyfrominside-outandactingasabarrieranda
meansofimmunization,italsomeasurestheextremefragilityoflife,inits
socialandmaterialsense.Asviralasthevirusitself,themaskisnotonly
analogoustocurrentmodesofinvestinginpublicspacesandplatforms;it
has come to circumscribe and dictate how we occupy and inhabit the world. 
Indeed,masksorientthewayweperceiveandfeeltheworld,others,and
ourselves,anddefine—affectivelyandsocially—thefragileglobalsituationwe
are experiencing. If the pandemic mask represents a material sign of vigilant 
precaution,orfin du monde,itconcretelyremindsusthatbehindeverymask
thereisatangibleandfriablelifeandworldatstake,waitingtobeun-masked.

Undoubtedly,theviralcirculationofthepandemicmaskmakesusfacea
myriadofcompellingquestions.Here,Iproposesomebriefthoughtsonthe
mask as a sartorial medium and fashion object that seizes and tackles certain 
modalities of alterity.

Imposingitselfasthemostgloballydistinctivesartorialobject,thefacemask
had already been vividly considered by various fashion designers who—moti-
vated by sociopolitical concerns1 and other inspirations—reimagined and 
worked with this accessory. One relevant example is to be found in a défilé 
byFrenchdesignerMarineSerre,2 who dressed her models in masks in order 
for the fashion industry to meditate on the ecological crisis and apocalyptical 
matters.

Theself-referentialmaskhasveryrapidlytranscendedthemedicalfield(as
wellasreligious,cultural,cultual,andmilitaryuses)andmigratedtothefield
offashion,evenbecomingtheultimateobjectinfashionsinceitconcentrates
the heart of our contemporaneity.3 The mask is exemplary of what I call a 
“textile-object”:anobjectwhich,byandthroughitsverymateriality,textures
thewayweconnecttoourselves,toothers,andtotheworld.Thetextile-
objectanimatesthebodyinitsphysicalandreflexivegestures.Thetextile-
objectissimultaneouslymatterandtext;itisthemediumthatonewearsand
handles,butalsothatonereflectsonandcontemplates.Whatismore,the
textile-objecttracesinitsweftwhathappenshereandnow,andalsoservesas
a memory-object as it holds the imprint of the event.

Fromanhistoricalandsociologicalpointofview,manyclothesandacces-
sorieshavebeenconceivedtoprotecttheselffromothers,totakedistance
fromthem,ortoextractoneselffromthemundane.4 In the context of the 

1 SeeCorinneJeammet’sonlinearticle,“Septcréateursdemodeexpliquentlesraisons
quilesontpoussésàimaginerdesmasques,bienavantlapandémieduCovid-19”(2020).

2 HerAutumn–Winter2020–2021collectionwaspresentedduringthefashionweekinParis
inFebruary2020.

3 See,forexample,GiorgioAgamben’sessay,“WhatIstheContemporary?”(2009).
4 Letusthink,atleastinthehistoryofwesternfashion,ofthecrinoline,hats,andveilsfor

women,orarmoranddoubletsformen.IwouldlikeheretothankSophieKurkdjianfor
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pandemic,however,themaskrevealsthepersistent,undeniable,andstriking
frontalityoftheOther.Thisaccessory,asitisnowrepetitivelystressed,isnot
only protecting the self from an epidemiological and invisible entity but also 
protecting others: it is protecting the lives of those we don’t know and who do 
notbelongtoourfamiliaranddomesticfieldsofvision.Themaskis(following
a Levinassian5 line of thought) both proximity and distance. It is not the prox-
imityakintothetangibleriskofcontagion,buttheineluctableconfrontation
withtheOther,eveninthemostvacuousandunexpectedspaces.Suchprox-
imityisthusnottobeunderstoodintermsofphysicaldistancing,but,onthe
contrary,itindicatesthesocialproximityofanOtherwhoisalwaysalready
distant because the Other is not mastered or appropriated. Wearing a mask 
is more than an empathic gesture because empathy is always conditioned 
and generated by a certain sense of knowledge and delineation beforehand. 
Empathystillreliesonprinciplesofrecognition(ofcertainfamiliarstructures),
ofchoiceanddecision,andonpotentialidentification,whereintheOtheris
notperceivedinitsothernessbutasan“alterego.”Wearingamaskdoesnot
translatetoa“goodconscience,”butitdisturbsthecomfortableandcon-
tendedSelf.Themaskisexpositiontothemostunexpected,fortuitous,or
enigmaticencounter.Inthatsense,themaskismorethanasignalofcivility,
solidarity,orbenevolencebecausethemaskcanalwaysbeconfrontedwitha
radicalOther,whowillcrossourwayandwillbreaktherulesoftheconsensual
come-and-go. The mask makes us invisible (without hiding us) while opening 
up a new type of anonymity. It is therefore crucial that beyond the primary 
sanitaryfunctionofthemask,anon-serialanonymityemerges.Inother
words,themaskshouldnotturnthisnon-visibilityintomerestatisticaldata,
which are controllable and which de-singularize. 

Withinthespecificrealmoffashion,wherethemaskhassoquicklyfoundits
perfecthostandmarket,suchanaccessorycondenses“stylishsolidarity,”cap-
italistopportunism,anddisguisedwariness.Butiffashionisessentiallytobe
understoodasthematerializationoftheSelf,itisalsowheretherelationship
withothersandthe“outside”becomesthemostapparent.Whatismore,the
maskepitomizesthe“other”offashion,sinceitimplicitlyactsasthemagnify-
ingglass,revealinghowmaterialobjects—valuableorfutile—aresomehow
necessary for accompanying the unpredictable and singular encounters of 
life.Notsuchalongtimeagothemaskwasconsideredsuspicious,offensive,
andsynonymouswithidentitarianclosure,atleastinthewesternpartofthe
world.Whilealtogetheramarkerofanxiety,precaution,discipline,andobedi-
ence,ithasbecome,withoutirony,themostindispensable—fashionable—
accessory of the season. But might it also simply become the most tangible 

her helpful addition on this.
5 HereIamindebtedtotheethicalthinkingofEmmanuelLevinas,suchasinhisseminal

works Totalité et Infini: Essai sur l’extériorité(1961)andAutrement qu’être ou au-delà de 
l ’essence(1974).
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accessoryofalterity?Couldweconceiveofthemaskasurgencywithoutfear,
as solidarity without moralism? The mask is the textile-object that says: “we 
areaffectedbywhatistocome.”

The mask indicates that we are no longer in control of the living. The physical 
bodyistobeprotectedandshieldedbythemaskinordertodefyinfection,
andalsotofaceandconfrontthesocialbodyinadifferentway.Theseemingly
trivial and unsophisticated object has suddenly become critical as it stands 
for our being-together and our relationship to the living. At once iconographic 
offearandhope,themaskisextra-ordinarybecauseitconstantlyremindsus
that we are living through unprecedented moments in time. It is ordinary and 
always already prosthetic as it imposes on us a matter of indispensability. It is 
similarlybanalandexceptional,commonandsubversive,typicalandatypical.

Drawing some ethical thoughts from the pandemic mask does not exclude the 
importantfactthat,asSonculandParikka(2020)convincinglyexplain,“[f]rom
gasmaskstosurgicalmasks,thecoveredmouthandnosehasbecomeasign
ofaffectedbodies”thatareregulatedtechnologically,culturally,politically:

Themaskisaregulatorydeviceatthethresholdofwar,illness,theclinic,
beliefandotherspatial,temporal,andepistemologicalarrangements
where a body changes its status based on the mask one wears. … The 
martial and the clinical do not only relate to each other on a symbolic level 
butalsoapproximateprocedurally:howthebodyisprotected,exposed,
regulated in a hostile environment.

Therefore it seems even more decisive to rethink and to reinvest in—beyond 
the urgent necessity of elaborating alternative and viable socio-political 
configurations—elementalapproachesofalterity,andtobringtheseinclose
relation to everyday objects through which expressions and manifestations of 
vulnerabilitydonotengenderorconsolidateformsof“co-morbidity,”suchas
thejuxtapositionof“thevirusandracism”(Ronell2020).Thesocialreduction
that the coronavirus has brought about forces us to engage seriously with crit-
ical modes of decolonizing our habits and senses of living. If the world seems 
organicallyandpoliticallydisconnectedwhileincreasinglydigitallyconnected,
itappearsconflated,reflectingthefactthateverythingissocloselylinked,
suchas,forexample,“environmentalracism,”6inwhichecological,medical,
andsocialexclusioncannolongerbeapproachedseparately.Inthatrespect,
andunsurprisingly,themaskdoesnotsolelysymbolizetheglobalinvasionof
the virus but also numerous invading paradigms of exclusion for which “Black 

6 Thisterm,coinedbyAfrican-AmericancivilrightsleaderBenjaminChavis(in1981),refers
tothewaysthatwaste,pollution,andtheclimatecrisisdisproportionatelyimpactBlack
people,indigenouspeople,andotherpeopleofcolor.Accordingtohim,thereisadirect
correlationbetweenracialdemographicsandtoxicwastelocations,racialsegregation,
and land use policies.
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Lives”and“other”7affectedbodies,forinstance,aredistinctivelyrepresenta-
tiveandthat,therefore,requirecrucialandactiveethical-orientedreflections.

If my reading of the mask is guided by some central motifs at the heart of the 
ethicalmetaphysicsofLevinas,therearecertainlyfurtherperspectivesthat
offerwaystodebunkstancesofsubjectivityandalterity,andtoovercomeand
resisttheideathatthemaskconjurestheendofsociality.Forinstance,Lukáš
Likavčanstates:

By wearinga facemask,youpubliclyannouncethattheconditionsof your
existencedo notendat thetipof yournose.…Facemasksdo communi-
catethatyouposesomelimitsto yourself;wearinga facemaskis a cul-
turalbehaviorthatmakesvulnerabilitysociallyacceptable.Oncewe are
here,we canopenvividdebateson howto buildan ethicalframework
aroundpoliticsof vulnerability,fromthestandpointof thenon-oppres-
sivegovernanceof bodieswe need.(2020)

More than a pervasive and over-depicted item in the public and media 
sphere,8themaskitselfbecomesthefocalmaterialobject,enablingboth
proximityanddistance.Itdifferentiatesandclosesoff,butalsoorientsand
intrigues.Thefacemaskissimultaneously“lookatme,”“lookatothers,”“look
atus,”and“lookattheworldwelivein.”Asawearableandglobaltextile-
object,themasksignalstheinextricablecloselinkbetweenintimacyand
publicity,betweendisguiseanddisclosure,betweensubjectivityandexterior-
ity,betweeninandout.

Suchanidentifiableandiconicmaterialobjectforcesustoreconsiderthe
contours of our social ethos. The mask crystallizes the frontality of otherness 
and,asamaterialobjectitself,alsoinvitesustoinfusefundamentalethical
thoughtinthewayweproduce,handle,andexperiencematerialobjectsin
thefirstplace.Altogether,themaskindicatesthefragilityoftheobjectinits
currenthistoricalcontext,thefragilityofthesystemsthatfabricateanddis-
seminatethem,aswellasthefragilityoflife,whichisdeemedtobeprotected
andreinvented.Beittakeninasociological,consumerist,orsymbolicregister,
themaskisatextile-objectthatconcretizesthetimewearecaughtin,inits
material and social sense. Even if the mask hinders us from fully recognizing 
oneanother,itneverthelessrevealsacollectivesingularityandthevulnerable
living. The virus does not limit itself to infection or to its media representation 
and propagation because it already lies at the heart of the object while bring-
ingussoclosetoanon-virtual,larger,andpressingreality.Whatisthefuture

7 Inacomparablevein,SonculandParikka(2020)pointto“thestigmatisationviaphysical,
visual cues such as masks builds up in relation to already existing racist infrastructures 
ofemotionandaffect.”

8 One could also further and closely analyze and distinguish the various media instances 
anddepictionsofthepandemicmask(suchasinnewsandsocialmedia,ininstructional
mediaandpublicannouncements,aswellasonretailwebsites).



218 Pandemic Media

ofthismaterialobjectthatwilltakeresidenceonourfaces,andwilllodgeitself
inourpockets,bags,anddrawers,readyto“vitalize”andarmtheaffected
body at any moment?

Inmigratingfromthesurgicalrealmtothefashionandeverydayrealm,the
mask does not obliterate the distress that it refers to: it discloses a wider and 
morecomplexfield—thatoftheexhaustedlivingwaitingtobeun-masked.
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Glass, Adhesive Tape, 
Boom Mic: A City in Crisis 
in Three Acts 

Marek Jancovic

This essay documents my experience of the pan-
demic through three inconspicuous objects that it has 
driven into a new visibility. As Amsterdam grappled 
with COVID-19, glass, adhesive tape, and boom micro-
phones became conspicuously present in its local 
news station’s reporting. These three objects, all vital 
to media industries, usually remain invisible. Their 
newfound presence allows us to ask how the politics 
of space and visibility is negotiated through media 
techniques. Each of the three stands for various 
aspects of a society—and a world—lingering under 
the threat of contagion.

  LABOR  
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[Figure1]Drawingboundaries(Stillfromnewsreport.Source:AT5,19April2020,https://www.

at5.nl/artikelen/201434/discussie-over-mondkapjeswinkel-jordaan-het-lijkt-de-oorlog-wel)

Adhesive Tape
Adhesive tape has been appearing on Amsterdam’s local news with increased 
frequencyduringthecrisis(fig.1).Whatwouldthefilmindustrybewithout
adhesivematerialslikegaffertape?Gaffertapeistheultimatemediumof
improvisation,ofthead hocfixmeanttolastjustuntiltheshotisinthecan.
Weurgentlyneedamediaarchaeologyofgaffertape:oftheproductionsithas
saved,ofthefilmsetsitheldtogether,andofthevisualrelationsofproximity
itmadepossiblebygarrisoningactorsinspace.Howmanylegendaryfilm
scenesdoweowetotapestucktothefloor?

Adhesive tapes are also a key medium of commerce and logistics. Online 
shoppingisskyrocketingduringthecrisis,thenewsreports.Wedon’toften
think of the adhesive tape that seals our online purchases. It is single-use 
waste,yetitissocentral.Itprotectsourcommoditiesintransit,“encrypting”
thepacketswereceive,enclosingandoccludingtheircontentsfromview
duringtheirpassagethroughthelogisticalnetwork.Inthismoment,gaffer
tape represents to me enclosure and the disciplining of space. Never before 
have I had to pay so much attention to cultural techniques of shielding and 
demarcation. Supermarkets draw grids and tables onto the sidewalk with 
tape.Inassignedcells,consumersmustbidetheirtimebeforetheyare
allowedtoenterandshop.Toploughafurrowintothesoil,Iremember
BernhardSiegertwrote,is“toengageinsymbolicworkbecausethegra-
pheinservestomarkthedistinctionbetweeninsideandoutside,civilization
andbarbarism,aninsidedomaininwhichthelawprevailsandoneoutside
inwhichitdoesnot”(Siegert2015,12).Tapeonthegroundalsosymbolically

https://www.at5.nl/artikelen/201434/discussie-over-mondkapjeswinkel-jordaan-het-lijkt-de-oorlog-wel
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delineatessafefromcontagious.Thereis,Siegertargues,ultimatelynodis-
tinctionbetweenthesymbolicandthematerial.Evenadhesivetape,inits
stickyordinariness,canturnintoacomplextechniqueofinscription.Arrows
and lines and various textual instructions can be written on the ground in 
tape.Suddenly,enteringasupermarketrequireschoreographyanddirection.
Thegroundbecomesalegiblemedium,dictatinghowwemustorientour
bodies and what directions we have permission to take. A spontaneous 
system of diagrammatic governance emerges. The life-sized maps drawn in 
adhesivetapehaveturnedthecityintoafilmset,withpositionalcuesfor
its cast spread out everywhere. Local news reports that more surveillance 
cameras are being installed around Amsterdam because unruly youth keep 
defying the strict new proxemic regime and continue to congregate in various 
areas around the city. All of us have become Truman Burbank.

[Figure2]Creatingbarriers(Stillfromnewsreport.Source:AT5,20March2020,https://www.

at5.nl/artikelen/200803/met-een-lach-en-een-traan-een-feestje-voor-het-raam-van-de-jarige- 

oma-van-beersum-86)

Glass
Glass windows have been appearing on Amsterdam’s local news with 
increased frequency during the crisis. I am more used to seeing windows on 
thenewswhentheyaredestroyedordamaged,duetoashootingorexplosion
perhaps.Duringthepandemic,reportersoddlyfocusonglassthatisintact.
Elderlypeopleinnursinghomesarenotallowedtoreceivevisitorsanymore,
thenewsreports.Aterminallyillmanisonlyallowedtobidhisfinalfarewell
through a window. Glass creates both access and its privation. “Maybe this is 
herlastbirthday,”awomansayswithtearsinhereyesassheisinterviewedin
frontofalargepaneofglass.Behindit,hergrandmotherremainsoutofsight
tous(fig.2).

https://www.at5.nl/artikelen/200803/met-een-lach-en-een-traan-een-feestje-voor-het-raam-van-de-jarigeoma-van-beersum-86
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Alexandra Schneider recently proposed that we should let glass and its many 
optical,architectural,andtactileusesleadourinquiryintothetopologiesand
historiesofthemovingimage(2020).Glassissocentraltothefilmindustry.
Thelensesofcamerasandprojectorsaremadeofit,asarephonescreens
and computer monitors. But glasses also connect the moving image to optical 
medicalinstruments,andvaccinevialsandPetridishes.Despiteitsubiquity,
glassisascarceresource.Thenewsreportsonaloomingglassshortage,
causedbythevicissitudesofglobalsupplychainsandthedifficultyofman-
ufacturingborosilicates.Inthismoment,glassrepresentstomeimpoverished
socialcontact.Glass,thisinfuriatingformofmaterialitythatcreatesdistance
despite nearness. So cool and smooth are the glass screens we touch daily 
thattheybarelymakeatactilesensuousimpressionatall(Schneider2020).
Glass is the antithesis of the textured shared surfaces and tactile forms of 
writingthatmanypeoplerelyontonavigatespace(GogginandEllis2020,171).
It is the antithesis of those ways of inhabiting the world for which physical 
contactandnearnessarevital,andforwhichdistancingisnotanoption(Shin
2020).“Objects,aswellasspaces,”IrememberSaraAhmedwrote,“aremade
forsomekindsofbodiesmorethanothers”(2006,51).Glassisterrifyingly
goodatmarkingandguardingthe“for-ness”ofspaces.Spacesthatarefor
“theelderly,”“thedisabled,”“thevulnerable.”Bybeingcontainedinsuch
spaces,theycanalsobepushedoutofsight(LemosDekkeretal.2020).Ina
fewweeks’time,manyofuswillhaveadjustedtoremoteteachingandZoom
dinner dates behind glass screens. Many others will have died secluded 
behind glass screens.

[Figure3]Crossingdistances(Stillfromnewsreport.Source:AT5,3May2020,https://www.at5.

nl/artikelen/201743/de-straten-in-de-zwanebloemlaan-thuis-krijg-ik-wel-minder-snel-straf-dan- 

op-school)

https://www.at5.nl/artikelen/201743/de-straten-in-de-zwanebloemlaan-thuis-krijg-ik-wel-minder-snel-straf-danop-school
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Boom Mic
Boom microphones have been appearing on Amsterdam’s local news with 
increasedfrequencyduringthecrisis.Tocomplywithdistancingrules,TV
reporters are forced to let go of the instrument so characteristic for their work 
andimprovisenewinterviewingtechniques(fig.3).Neverbeforehasthelabor
of sound been so visible to me. The boom mic looks bizarrely out of place in 
newsreports.Itisheavyandcumbersomeandbelongstoadifferenttradition
ofmovingimageproduction;atraditionthathasdoneitsutmosttoexpelit
fromtheimage.Theboomoperator,theinvisibleAtlasofthefilmindustry.
Hardly any other job on the set requires as much endurance as the boom 
operator has. Endurance has become a valued resource during the pandemic. 
Ourprimeministersaskustoendure:thenewrules,theconfinement,thedis-
tancing.Wemustendure,wearetold,orelsebefined.Theboomoperatoris
socentral,akeyworkerofthefilmindustry,andyetpermanentlyoutofview.
Keyworkers,astheDutchgovernmentcallsthem,areallthoseemployed
in“vitalsectors”whoselaborsimplydoesnotlenditselftotransmissionvia
glassscreens.Butitis“sectors”thatarevital,nottheirworkers,andthus
working bodies can be put to work at risk to their own vitality. Protected are 
corporationsandinfrastructure,notthemanylogisticalworkersandseasonal,
migrant,andundocumentedagriculturalworkers.Healthprotectionisalso
perverselydeniedtohealthsectorlaborers,alargeportionofwhomwork
onzero-hourandtemporarycontracts,since,afteryearsofprivatization,the
neoliberal remains of the Dutch healthcare system cannot sustain secure 
employment(Brandon2020).

Inthismoment,theboomrepresentstomeenduranceandinvisiblelabor,but
alsoamodelofsociality.Awayoforganizingspaceverydifferentfromboth
adhesive tape and glass. The boom does not belong in the disciplinary order 
of partitioning that grids drawn in tape make possible. Nor is it comparable 
to media of containment and seclusion like glass. The boom mic produces 
spacesthatarepermeable,spacesnotalreadydesignated“for”someonebut
necessarilyshared,open,andtraversable.Theboommicallowsvoicesto
commune and be heard. It creates nearness despite distance.

Conclusion
TheCOVID-19crisisbroughttomyattentionwithrenewedurgencysome
oftheperipheralandtransparentmediathattendtobepushedfromview,
andwiththemsomeculturaltechniques,modesofpoliticalgovernance,and
formsoflaborthattendtodothesame.Ichosetofocusonglass,tape,and
boom mics not only because they persistently kept appearing as visual motifs 
onmylocalnews,butbecauseeachofthempresenteditselftomeinways
thatwereunsettlingandunexpected;theirmaterialandaffectivepresence
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more piercing than usual. Following the local reporting at the peak of the 
crisisandobservingtheresponsestoitonthestreetsofAmsterdam,thecity
appearedtomeliketherefractedimageofafilmset.Itsgestures,labors,
andtechniquesperformedintheopen,inanimprovisatorybutremarkably
forcefulandeffectivemanner.If“spaceispolitical”(Lefebvre1976,31),then
some of these mundane materials and techniques can help us understand 
howitbecomessuch.Objectslikeadhesivetape,glasswindows,andthe
boomharboracapacitytoreconfigure“theintimacybetweenhabitsand
space”(Ahmed2006,129)thatfarexceedstheirunassumingexistenceinour
lives. 

There may be other ways of encountering this capacity. What I experienced as 
techniquesofcontainmentanddivision,othersmightviewasreasonable,safe
modes of contact and socialization under exceptional circumstances. In either 
case,thepandemicmomentisalessononhowinstrumentalvariousunseen
mediaaretotheproductionofspecificpatternsofspatiality,andthustothe
controlanddistributionofcloseness,visibility,andaccess.Aboveall,thecrisis
should make us vividly aware of how political power is articulated in our ges-
tures,movements,andinthetexturesofobjectswebothtouchanddon’tdare
to.Thetapestucktothefloor,thecoldglass,andtheheavyboommicremind
us that our bodies are never our own. They extend beyond ourselves when 
they interface with others in networks constituted through the traces we leave 
behind,thesurfaceswecomeintocontactwith,andtheveryairwebreathe.
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Media of Trust:  
Visualizing the Pandemic 

Florian Hoof

This article looks at the media of trust that imme-
diately started to fill the blank spaces of pandemic 
uncertainty. They are in a position to create trust 
because they are bound to a visual and oral culture 
the society is acquainted with. This includes visuali-
zation devices such as dashboards that monitor the 
pandemic situation or podcasts that provide expert 
knowledge in a situation of extreme uncertainty. 
Media of trust are two-fold. The first dimension pro-
vides an overview of the pandemic and gives orienta-
tion in a situation of uncertainty. These visualization 
devices stem from a visual culture tied to managerial 
decision-making. The tensions that arise when such 
specific concepts are repurposed to visualize pan-
demic situations lead to the second dimension of 
media of trust. This includes oral media aimed at the 
individual, personal level that become important in 
situations of isolation during lockdown.
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Whenthepandemichit,whatdisappearedrightawaywereplanesandcars,
peopletoo.Whatappearedwereblueskies,singingbirds,COVID-19,anda
nagging uncertainty. The latter emerged when existing modes of perception 
and orientation failed to account for the invisible dimension of aerosols and 
smearinfection.Asaresult,spacesthathavebeentakenforgrantedlike
supermarkets and cinemas became unsafe and potentially dangerous. They 
turnedinto“unmarkedspaces”filledwithnon-knowledge.Thisarticlefocuses
on“mediaoftrust,”onmediathatsubsequentlytriedtoreclaimtheseblank
spaces of uncertainty that arose within society: devices and aesthetics that 
visualizethepandemicsituation,dashboards,pandemicgraphsandcurves,
graphicaloutbreakmaps,imagesthatofferaglimpseofwhatmightlayahead
aswellasvoicesandproceduresthatgiveconfidenceandcomfort.Media
oftrustaretechnological,social,andaestheticdevicesandproceduresthat
give orientation and organize in a situation of extreme uncertainty because 
they are bound to a visual and oral culture that the society is acquainted with. 
Theytapintoestablished,well-knownformsofmediaaspointsofdeparture
toaccountfortheunknownsituationofapandemic.Thereby,theyprovide
for a mediated hypothesis between non-knowledge and knowledge that 
enablessocialactionbyreducingthe“paralyzingfear”(Luhmann1979,4)of
uncertainty.

Media of trust can be understood as two-fold in the way that the relations 
between non-knowledge and knowledge are expressed by and through dif-
ferentformsofmedia.Thefirstdimensionincludesvisualizationdevicessuch
astheJohnsHopkinsCOVID-19Dashboard.Theyprovideanoverviewofthe
pandemicandstabilizesystemicconfidenceandtrustinpoliticalandsocial
institutionsandprocedures(LewisandWeigert1985).Asmyargumenthasit,
the epistemological stance of this visual culture of trust is not so much rooted 
in the history of pandemics but can be linked to a managerial culture of deci-
sion-makingthatappearedontheshoresofeconomicmanagementfrom1900
onwards(Hoof2020).Itsspecificrationalityandepistemologicalstructure
thenreappearedduringtherecentCOVID-19pandemic.Tensionsandmistrust
thatarisewhensuchspecificconceptsarerepurposedtovisualizepandemic
situations lead to the second dimension of media of trust that are aimed 
attheindividual,intimatelevel.Thisincludesoralmediasuchaspodcasts,
whichprovideworkingknowledgetocopewiththesituation,forexamplein
thesituationofisolationduringalockdown.Here,IusetheGermancaseofa
successfulCOVID-19sciencepodcasttoexemplifytherelationsandtensions
betweendifferentformsofpandemicmediaoftrust.



Media of Trust 233

The Pandemic “At a Glance”: Aesthetics and Politics 
of Data Visualization

OnJanuary22,2020theCenterforSystemsScienceandEngineeringatJohns
Hopkins University launched the Coronavirus Resource Center and more 
specificallytheCOVID-19Dashboard(fig.1).1 It was intended to “provide 
researchers,publichealthauthorities,andthegeneralpublicwithauser-
friendlytooltotracktheoutbreakasitunfolds”(Dong,Du,andGardner2020,
533).Simpledatavisualizations,opensourcedatasets,theconceptof“live”
databroadcasting,andtheuseofdatapredictionandextrapolationmodels
made the system an immediate success. Within weeks it established itself as 
one of the most reliable monitoring systems of the pandemic.

[Figure1]JohnsHopkinsDashboard,March27( JohnsHopkins,2020)

Whatputthesystemaheadofofficialdataprovidedbythevariousnational
centers for disease control was its big data approach to monitor the crisis. The 
systemcombinedvariousdatasourcesincludingofficialgovernmentreports
butalsoonlinenewsservices,ormonitoredtwitterfeeds.2 These datasets 
wereaggregatedwith“asemi-automatedlivingdatastreamstrategy”(Dong,
Du,andGardner2020,533)thatcombinesautomateddatafeedswithmanual
datapracticessuchastheverificationofnumbers.Thesystemharvests
data from partly quite unreliable and random sources. This includes data 
that is altered or suppressed by political action but also data that is statis-
ticallydistortedbytheimpactofdifferentstructuresand(testing)practices

1 ThesystemwasbuiltbyLaurenGardner,acivilandsystemsengineeringprofessorat
JohnsHopkinsUniversityandEnshengDong,agraduatestudentofhers.

2 A full list of the data sources of the Johns Hopkins Dashboard is available here: https://
github.com/CSSEGISandData/COVID-19/blob/master/README.md.
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withinnationalhealthsystems.Whensuchdataisgathered,processed,
and visualized the poor quality of the raw data disappears from sight. Con-
sequently,thedataflowofsuchalivecastingdevicedoesnotdirectlyrelateto
singleCOVID-19casesbutismediatedthroughalayerofmediatechnologies
and practices that level and break down heterogeneous data sources 
into standardized items that can be cross referenced and mathematically 
combined(Hoof2016,43–47).

Builtto“informmodellingeffortsandcontrolmeasuresduringtheearliest
stagesoftheoutbreak”(Dong,Du,andGardner2020,534)thedashboard
canbedescribedasacommunicationdevicethatbringsdifferentinstitutions
and individuals literally onto the same page. It is a machine that synchronizes 
expectationsbyturningasituationintoaspecificvisualform.Thedashboard
creates its own history of the pandemic and gives orientation by placing 
the user on a time scale that incorporates the past and aims towards an 
unknownfutureofaperhapsflattenedcurve.Theresultingcurvesanddata
visualizationsarephantasmsofmodernity(Rieger2009)thatshowthecurrent
pandemicsituation“ataglance”(Hoof2016).Theyprovideforanabstract
overallimpressionofhowthedynamicsofthepandemicunfoldindifferent
parts of the world.

Pandemic Aesthetics and the Visual Culture of Business Management

Inthefollowingsectionthetextshowsthatthese“ataglance”procedures
andthevisualaestheticsoftheCOVID-19dashboardarepartofagenealogy
ofmanagerialmedia.Theyarenotspecifictothispandemic,nortomedicine,
epidemiology,orthehistoryofpandemicoutbreaksingeneral.Referredtoas
“graphicalmethods,”suchvisualizationpracticesandaestheticsbecamepop-
ular at the beginning of the twentieth century and were widely adopted within 
businessmanagementasvisualdecision-makingpractices(Hoof2020,62–81).
LiketheCOVID-19dashboardtheywereaimingatturningheterogeneous
events within corporations and economic markets into standardized data 
setsthatcouldbeaccumulated,compared,calculated,andvisualized.This
modeof“visualmanagement”(Hoof2020,14–16)createdawiderangeofdata
visualizationsincludingbreak-evencharts,danger-linecharts,orhybrids
between charts and tables.

Thesevisualizationdeviceswereaggregatedindecisionenvironments,such
asplanningdepartmentsorchartingrooms,todisplaydatatoexecutives
andmanagers(fig.2).Avisualcultureofdecision-makingemergedthatsep-
arated everyday data from important trends that would help to anticipate the 
future.Thelatterdatawasbrokendownintoabstract,standardizedforms
thatcouldberecombinedandreshuffled,allowingdifferentscenariosfora
givensituationtobedisplayed(Hoof2016,34–35).Thedatathatbecamepart
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of such decision environments in the end were pre-selected and restricted to 
information that could be converted into a graphic form. This gave rise to an 
epistemology of media-based decision-making that was not so much based 
on concepts such as truth and falsehood but on visual abstraction and data 
selection. While the images of such data visualizations are easily accessible to 
non-experts,themodelsandproceduresthatgeneratetheimagesinthefirst
place remain partly obscured and can only be fully assessed by experts.

[Figure2]Earlydecision-makingenvironments(Brinton1919,305)

Modeling the Pandemic: Visual Suspicion  
and Mistrust

CurrentsystemssuchastheCOVID-19Dashboardanditsbigdataapproach
are still built on this epistemology of visual management. They depend on 
complex practices of visual abstraction and data selection that generate an 
overviewofagivensituation.Showingdata“ataglance”enablesorientation
withinanuncertainsituation,therebystabilizingtrustinasystemoranation
state. It suggests a model of political action that is oriented towards future 
developments of the pandemic and that rests on complex data interpolation 
procedures.TheexecutivecharacteroftheCOVID-19Dashboardgivesno
explanation for the pandemic situation. The complex modes of data inter-
polationcreatevisualizationsthatareaimedatfastdecision-making,notat
publicdebate.Asaresult,mistrustandtensionsarisebetweensuchabstract
forms of statistic data visualization and the subjective perception of pandemic 
events that unfold locally. What are the consequences when such dashboard 
aesthetics are approached by individuals that are not in a position to act in 
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ways management or politicians are capable of; when they are confronted 
with an epistemology of decision-making that in a way permanently highlights 
their individual limited range of possible actions and that is based on data 
selection and modeling practices that are not well understood?

Interestingly, this did not so much lead to mistrust towards the big data 
approach of the dashboard but it started to create a climate of suspicion 
towards its data sources. An exemplary case that shows the effects of this 
asynchronicity is the changing public perception of the Robert Koch Institute 
(RKI), the German national center for disease control. In February and March 
2020, at the beginning of the first wave of the pandemic the daily numbers 
of COVID-19 cases were made public by the director of the RKI at daily 
press conferences. These numbers relied on physical reporting from local 
authorities, which takes time. Consequently, when compared to the Johns 
Hopkins Dashboard the numbers were always already outdated. As a result, 
the bureaucracy, which was able, at least in the case of Germany, to efficiently 
contain the COVID-19 situation during the first wave of the pandemic, looks 
slow, clumsy, old-fashioned, not trustworthy. This impression of inefficiency 
is only one aspect of a general uneasiness that I would argue is related to the 
managerial dashboard aesthetics and its data interpolation practices. Because 
it suggests modes of behavior and action that are not available to the public, 
this constantly fueled a feeling of powerlessness and creates mistrust towards 
the media devices and data practices used to manage the pandemic. A 
tendency that can be observed in a wide range of countries and that amongst 
others lead to ‘alternative’ explanations such as conspiracy theories. But it 
also shows that the form of a medium plays an important role as to how a situ-
ation is defined, perceived, and understood.

An Oral Irritation: (Mis)Trusting Media Forms

To better understand how trust and mistrust relate to different forms of 
media, the case of Germany is particularly suitable. Here, quite unexpectedly, 
the pandemic, and as I would argue the tensions and uneasiness connected 
to visual media, led to the rise of oral media. Almost exactly one month after 
the COVID-19 Dashboard went online, the Corona Virus Update with Christian 
Drosten, a daily science podcast produced by the public radio broadcaster 
NDR, became the single most important source of first-hand information for 
politicians, journalists, and the public (fig. 3). Between the end of February and 
the beginning of May, a time that was characterized by lockdown measures 
and when the virus was still not well understood, this podcast series received 
41 million downloads (Hennig 2020a). The series was basically an ongoing 
conversation between a science journalist and a virologist who specialized in 
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coronavirusresearch(Hennig2020b).3Inthefirstweeksofthepandemicthis
wasadailyformatofabout30minutesthatexplainedthebasicsofvirology
andepidemiology.Newscientificstudieswerediscussedthatwouldhelp
tobetterunderstandhowCOVID-19spreads,andthesefindingswerethen
turned into immediate advice on how to minimize infection risks. 

Inasituationofapendingcrisis,onemightexpectfast,real-timemediasuch
astheCOVID-19Dashboardtobepopular.Butinsteadarather“old”medium
that referred back to the oral tradition of the radio drew much attention 
(McLuhan1964),amediumthatnotonlydoesnotmatchwiththereal-time
concept,butapodcastthatyouevenhavetowaitforandthattakestimeto
listen to.

[Figure3]CoronaUpdatewithChristianDrosten(Screenshot:NDRinfo,2020)

Incontrasttothe“ataglance”dashboardaestheticsthepodcastconsistsof
lengthyexplanations,forexampleabouthowvirusesreproduce.Itcompares
thecurrentsituationwithotherpandemicssuchasMERSandSARS,or
explainsindetaildifferencesbetweencertainCOVID-19testingprocedures
concerning test reliability. The reasons why this podcast was so successful are 
notrestrictedtoitsformasascientificconversation.Itismoreoveraresultof
thespecificityofthepodcastasanoralmedium.Duetoitsportabilityasan

3 BetweenFebruary26andJune23,2020,50episodesofthepodcastwereaired,inthe
firstweeksofthepandemiconanalmostdailybasis.Laterthefrequencywasreduced
to two podcasts per week and later to a weekly podcast. Christian Drosten is a specialist 
on coronaviruses and head of the Institute of virology at Charité hospital in Berlin 
wherehedevelopedthefirstCOVID-19test.Thepodcastbecamesoprominentthat
Drostenturnedintoapublicfigure.HereceiveddeaththreatsandthelargestGerman
tabloidpaper,Bild Zeitungstartedtocampaignagainsthimpersonally,includingwitha
frontpageheadlinethatfalselyaccusedhimofscientificinaccuracyinastudyinpreprint
status. They were trying to link the study to the political decision to shut down schools 
and day care centers and to personally blame him for the decision.
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audiofileitisamediumof“intimacy”that“invades…privatespaces”(Berry
2006,148).Furthermore,the“psychoacoustics”ofcompresseddigitalaudio
filesleadtoacertainformofperceptionthatnotonlyconsistsofconscious
listening to arguments but also of a “direct and sensuous interaction with an 
embodied,sensing,unthinkingsubject”(Sterne2006,836).Consequently,
thepodcastnotonlyexplainscomplexscientificfactsinastraightforward
andunderstandableway,butalsoincorporatestheintimateformoforal
media.Anaspectthatgainedadditionalsignificanceinthesituationofthe
partiallockdown,whenpeoplewerekeptinisolationandcutloosefromtheir
regularstructuresandrhythmsoflife.Here,thepodcastoffereda“regular
anddependableevent”thatcouldbe“integratedintotheroutinesofdaily
life”(HortonandWohl1956,216).BychanceChristianDrostenalsohasasoft,
radiocompatible“beautifulvoice”(Hagen2005,121-22),whichwasableto
create“personalintimacyatadistance”(HortonandWohl1956).Overtime
thisturnedDrostenintoa“persona,”aprojectionsurfaceforpara-socialinter-
actionsofthelisteners.Hebecamethe“nation’svoice”(Hilmes1997,xvii)of
scientificreason.Hislistenersevenformedan“imaginedcommunity”(Hilmes
1997,11)ofpeoplethatsharedtheperspectiveofascientific-basedapproach
tohandlingthepandemic.Consequently,thepodcastseriesenabledrelation-
shipsof“bidirectionaltrust”betweenproducersandconsumers(Spinelliand
Dann2019,92).

That a virologist became such a media personality shed light on the latent 
uneasiness that derives from dashboard media and its managerial “at a 
glance”aesthetics.Asaconsequence,asecondtropeoforalmediaappeared:
media that would be trusted because they would give precise advice on how to 
avoid being infected. But that also would give comfort and reduce uncertainty 
bycelebratingscientificmethodsandobjectivityasaproperwaytodealwith
thecrisis;andbyprovidingforaninstanceofpara-socialinteractionasaway
toaddressintimatefeelingsofuneasinessandloneliness.Here,thiscase
blends seamlessly into the radio history of the twentieth century and its wide 
rangeofradiobroadcasts,voices,andtechnologythatbecamesignificantin
situationsofnationalcrisis(Hilmes1997;Hagen2005;Birdsall2012).

Pandemic Media of Trust: A Two-Fold System
So what are the consequences if we look at the relations between trust and 
thedifferentformsofpandemicmedia?Iarguedthatpandemicmediaof
trustaretwo-fold.First,visualmediaproducesystemictrustinpoliticaland
socialinstitutionsandprocedures.Theyprovideanoverview“ataglance”
bycombiningahugerangeofdata.Here,visualizationsofthepandemic
definethesituationandthusprovidefororientation.Andofcourse,these
mediahavenotbeenexclusivelycreatedforthisspecificpandemic.They
weretailoredforthiseventbecausetheywereatourfingertips,onlywaiting
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tobeused.Thisled,asIhaveargued,totheadaptationofmanagerialmedia
and logics for pandemic management. The genealogy of those visualization 
devicesisnotsomuchpartofepidemiologyorthehistoryofpandemics,butis
basedonavisualmediacultureofmanagerialdecision-making.Consequently,
the current pandemic is mapped as an economic problem and interpreted by 
logics and devices that stem from the culture of visual management.

Tensionsandmistrustthatresultfromthis“misuse”ofeconomicdevicesand
practicesled,asIhaveargued,totheriseofaseconddimensionofpandemic
media:oralmediaaimedattheindividual,intimatelevel.Theyprovidefor
workingknowledgethatoffersabasicsenseoftrustabouthowtoactwithin
a pandemic. This trustworthiness is based on para-social interactions and the 
intimate character of oral media.

The tensions I described as a two-fold system of media of trust are symptoms 
both for the relevance and the limitations of the epistemology of visual man-
agement. It shows that the pandemic is predominantly understood through 
thelensofeconomicmedia.Thisinturnsuggeststhat,asothershaveargued
(Sarasin2020),thepandemic,atleastfortheGermansituation,isnotabio-
politicalstateofemergency.Rather,Isuggestthatitneedstobeunderstood
asamassiveallocationofeconomicresources,aquiteradicalanduncertain
experiment towards the future that is administered by media of visual man-
agement and that results in shifting bonds of trust.
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Mediating Disease:  
Scientific Transcriptions 
of COVID-19 into Animal 
Models

Benjamín Schultz-Figueroa and Sophia Gräfe

When the COVID-19 outbreak burst fully into  
the public’s eye in early 2020, it brought with it  
a menagerie of animal affects and images. The  
spreading virus seemed to activate preexistent 
threads of human/animal relationships with a new 
urgency, as many struggled to reimagine their place 
in relation to a newly alien “natural” world and sought 
certainty and stability in the midst of turbulent 
change. In this essay, we examine a specialized sub-
section of this discourse focusing on the bodies of 
non-human laboratory animals, arguing that in the 
current public and scientific debate they are not 
only metaphorically becoming the scene of various 
mediations, but corporeally as well. We conclude that 
such animal models have an ambivalent relationship 
to human/animal distinctions in an era of increasing 
pandemics, working as they do to shore up porous 
borders, while also creating new overlapping spaces 
between each category.

  MEDIA THEORY  
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WhentheCOVID-19outbreakburstfullyintothepublic’seyeinearly2020,it
broughtwithitamenagerieofanimalaffectsandimages.Non-humananimals
filledourscreensandconversations,fromspeculationsoverthebatand
pangolinprogenitorsofthevirus,toworryingthatdomesticpetsandfarm
animalswerepossiblevectors,todebatessurroundingtheethicsoftesting
zooanimalsbeforehumans,toarenewedobsessionwithanimalmemes
whilesheltering-in-place(Wrage2020).Thespreadingvirusseemedtoactivate
preexistentthreadsofhuman/animalrelationshipswithanewurgency,as
manystruggledtoreimaginetheirplaceinrelationtoanewlyalien“natural”
world and sought certainty and stability in the midst of turbulent change. In 
thisessay,weexamineaspecializedsubsectionofthisdiscoursefocusingon
thebodiesofnon-humanlaboratoryanimals,whichinthecurrentpublicand
scientificdebatearenotonlymetaphoricallybecomingthesceneofvarious
mediations,butcorporeallyaswell.Ashasbeenshowninstudiesofthehis-
toryofscienceandthescientificuseofmedia,thelifesciencelaboratoryis
a site where bodies are not only altered but powerful signs and images are 
created. In the course of the pandemic’s disruption of an essentialized nature/
culturedivide,theselaboratorybodiesactaspandemicmediumsthatare
both uncomfortably close to humans and yet also too far in a material sense. 

Alongwiththeimagesofhospitalsorsickpatients,amyriadofotherdis-
cursivethreadssurroundedCOVID-19’sintroductiontowesternaudiences.
Shortly before the colorful icon of the novel virus became the emblem of the 
infectiousdisease,statementsfromwesterncommentators—whetherepi-
demiologists,journalists,politicians,orenvironmentalists—hadanessential
earlyinfluenceontheimageofthepathogen.Manyexpressedconcern,
horrorordisgustatso-called“wetmarkets”inChina,streetmarketswhere
“wildanimals”arebeingtradedandconsumed.Somewerefrightenedby
theconsumptionof‘batsoups,’somewarnedofthetoocloseandtoodense
settlement of human and non-human habitats and thus invoked racist prej-
udices and fears to blame the disease on impure relations with nonhuman 
animals(Taylor2020).ThemajorityofEuropeanandAmericanaudiences
becameawareofCOVID-19notasapurelymedicalproblem,butasacultural-
civilizational shock. It appeared above all as a problem of unacceptable 
mixture:ofdecentandindecentdiets,of“cultural”and“wildanimals,”of
reasonable encounters with nature and foolish excursions into the epidemi-
ologicallydangerouswilderness.Humanbodiesnowdidnotseemtobesafe,
clean,anddistinct.Bats,pangolins,humans,tigers,dogs,primates,llamas
were all imbricated with each other for a brief moment as simple biomass—
bothinfectedandinfectious.Thewaysofinfectionwereunclear(viasurfaces,
bodyfluids,ortheair?throughthehands,nose,ormouth?)andtherefore
everywhere.Thesymptomatology,pathogenesis,andspreadofthedisease
stoodagainsteffortsatlocalization,tracking,andcontainment.



Mediating Disease 245

Perhaps nowhere was this truer than in the use of non-human animals as 
models of the disease. Faced with a ballooning number of cases and the high 
mortalityrateofCOVID-19infections,state-ledpreventionandcontainment
measures henceforth aimed at halting the intermingling of human and non-
humanbodies;workingtostoptheflowofpeopleandgoodsincitiesand
aroundtheworld,andtoestablishbarriersbetweenbodiesandtheirenviron-
ments.Atthesametime,animalbodieswerebeinginvasivelytransformed
in virology laboratories across the world to resemble human physiology 
andmicrobiologyasmuchaspossible.Here,enduringquestionsaboutthe
efficacy,best-practices,andapplicabilityofanimalexperimentswererein-
vigorated under the intense pressure generated by the search for a treatment 
andvaccine.Thescientificcommunityunderwentamomentofhecticmaterial
scramblingasitworkedtoproduceananimalmodelofCOVID-19(Eisenstein,
2020).

[Figure1]Illustrationofdiverseanimaltestsubjects(Source:Yuanetal.2020)

Animalmodelshavelongbeenessentialfordevelopingnewtreatments,and
each new virus requires an elaborate evaluation process in which the mani-
festation of the disease in a particular animal must be compared to how it 
manifestsinhumans.COVID-19,withitslonglistofpossiblesymptomsand
uncertaineffectsonthebody,createdanespeciallydifficultchallengefor
investigators.Insomeways,itissimilartopreviouscoronaviruses,likesevere
acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) and Middle East respiratory syndrome 
(MERS),whichhavepreviouslybeenmodeledwithcivetcats,camelidaes,
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monkeys,mice,hamsters,ferrets,rabbits,amongotherspecies(fig.1,Yuan
etal.2020,950)MERS-CoVin2012andSARS-CoV-2in2019.Yet,eachofthese
modelshadtobehurriedlyreconsiderediftheyweretobeusedtofight
COVID-19.AsthesciencewriterMichaelEisensteinoutlinesintheJune2020
issue of Nature, thegeneticmakeupsofmostlabanimalsdiffermeaningfully
fromhumans,causingCOVID-19toexpressitselfinincomparableways.
Throughgenetherapyortransgenicmodeling,animalcellshavebeenmade
moresimilartohumancells—micecanbe“humanized”asonevirologist
describes(Sunetal.2020,6)—buttheseproceduresoftenresultincom-
plicating factors that will skew an experiment’s results and quickly kill the 
animalsinvolved.Primates,whoseanatomyandphysiologymoreclosely
resemblesthatofhumans,havealsobeeninfectedwiththediseaseinan
attempttogeneratebettermodels,butwithlittlesuccess(Rockxetal.2020).
Alternately,COVID-19hasbeenadaptedtothecellsofparticularlabanimals,
butthiseffectivelycreatedanewstrainofthevirusthatdifferssignificantly
fromtheoneinhumans.Finally,andmostsuccessfully,microbiologistsare
now literally rewriting the genomes of mice and other lab animals through 
therelativelynewgeneeditingtechnologyCRISPR/Cas9,causingtheircells
tobehavemorelikehumanswhencontractingthedisease(Sunetal.2020).
EisensteinendsbycitingDr.Chein-TeTseng,amicrobiologistattheUniversity
ofTexasMedicalBranch,whoconcludesthat“forCOVID-19,thereisnosingle
animalmodelthatwillfullyreflectthehumandisease…butifwecombine
all these animal studies together…we can probably get a good picture of the 
pathogenesis”(Eisenstein2020,168).Here,theanimalbodyasapandemic
media—notunliketheinsectmediadescribedbyJussiParikka(2010)—does
not simply serve as a moral vehicle for a metaphorical hybridization of the 
“humanbody,”butratherprovidesthematerial,organic,andmolecular
components for a biotechnological simulation of human life.

How to evaluate this complex and evolving use of animal media? It seems 
clearthatwearewitnessingascientificapparatusbeingmajorlytestedand
torquedunderextraordinarycircumstances.Ontheonehand,thecrushing
urgencyofCOVID-19hasledtofurtherintensifyingtheobjectifyingservitude
of animal bodies in an attempt to overcome the epidemiological crisis. This 
intensificationhasthepotentialtofurtherexacerbatethelongstanding
politicalproblemsof“speciesprojection,”whichhistoriansofsciencehave
demonstratedareoftenpremisedonracistandsexistdefinitionsof“the
human”thatendupcompoundingsocialandculturalhierarchiesevenasthey
aspiretouniversalrelevance(Bolman2018,Neel2016,Glick2018).Nomatter
thatanimalsandhumansaredeeplyentwinedintheseexperiments,the
timeoftheChthulucene,DonnaHaraway’sspeculativelylonged-forperiod
of interspecies solidarity (Haraway2016;Haraway,Lipperini,andDurastanti
2020),hasnotyetcome.Thereisnosharedpandemicrealityherebetween
humanexperimentersandnon-humananimalsubjects,whoareincreasingly
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atomized,hybridized,andabstracted(fig.2).Theseanimalsaremadeto
function as tools and service providers for a biotechnological encounter with 
unclear boundaries and protective devices. Their noses serve as indicators for 
thepathogen,theirbodiesasasimulating diagramofitscourse,theirorgans
and cells as models for medical solution scenarios. 

[Figure2]Anexampleofabstractionandatomizationinastaininganalysisofmicetestsub-

jects. Taken from a collection of images depicting the test subjects through a variety of lenses. 

(Source: Sun et al. 2020)

Butatthesametime,thefinalconsequencesofthismomentforscientific
research and animal modeling have yet to be fully realized. Microbiologists 
andvirologistsworkingtodevelop“humanized”animalmodelsinatimeof
extremeanduniquecrisismaypointtothemanufacturingofanewreality,
whichcouldhaveuncertaineffectsinthefuture.The“sharedsuffering”of
thelab—whichHaraway(2008)soeloquentlyarguesmustbekeptinmind
to comprehend both the need for important medical experiments and the 
devastating pain felt by animal experimental subjects—may yet broaden 
outintoawidersocialdynamic,ashumans/animaldistinctionsgenerallyare
reconsideredinaneraofincreasingpandemics.If,asexpertspredict(Bett
2020),climatechange,extinction,andhabitatdestructionleadtoincreasingly
frequentanddevastatingzoonoticdiseases,thestakesofthesetypesof
experimentswillbeamplifiedtoglobalproportions.

How a disease is rendered within the corporeal media of laboratory animals 
willhaveramificationswellbeyondthewallsofthelab,andthemeaning
ofthisscientificmediawillbepoliticallyandculturallycontestedatan
unprecedentedscale.Already,theassociationofCOVID-19withanimalbodies
andscientificdiscoursehasbeenactivatedbypoliticalactorsseekingtodefine
the disease’s impact on government policy and public opinion. We can see 
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thisinthexenophobicobsessionswithChinese“wetmarkets”(Walzerand
Kang2020)andtherightwingweaponizationofepidemiologicalconceptslike
“herdimmunity”towardsneo-Darwinianends(Hanson2020).Asecofascists
promote ideas of the Earth cleansing itself of human inhabitants (Sherronda 
J.Brown,2020),therightwingembraceoftheirownpost-anthropocentric
ethicshighlightsthedangersofthismoment,aswellasthepossibilities.No
longersolelythesubjectofaspecializedorelitediscourse,animalmodels,like
otheranimalimagesandsymbols,willbeincreasinglycentraltohowsociety
positions itself in relation to a rapidly mutating and evermore perilous concept 
of“nature”intheAnthropocene.
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Pandemic Porn:  
Understanding  
Pornography as a  
Thick Concept

Leonie Zilch

The essay takes the notion of “pandemic porn” as 
an opportunity to address the descriptive and eval-
uative aspects that are intertwined in the term 
“pornography.” What do we mean by “pandemic porn” 
and what is the “pandemic” of pornography? To do so, 
it considers pornography as a “thick concept.”

From the start, ‘pornography’ named a  

battlefield, a place where no assertion could be 

made without at once summoning up its denial, 

where no one could distinguish value from danger 

because they were the same. 

Walter Kendrick

COVID-19 and the Rise of Pandemic Porn 
I was lucky to submit my dissertation two days before the university closed its 
doorsduetotheCOVID-19pandemic.Now,itismeandmyscreen—again.The
self-imposedquarantineisfollowedbyanofficialone.“Areyousufferingfrom
increasedsexualarousal?”asksthewhite-coatedexpertonmyscreensitting
behindhisdeskwithhorn-rimmedglasses,amustacheandan“I<3Mom”-cup
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infrontofhim.Well,no,Ispentthelastmonthswatchingpornformythesis.
“Lockdowngotyoudown?”—yeah,Iwanttoseemyfriendsandfamilyagain!
“Don’tworry!There’snoneedtobecelibatethesedays.”Theimageswitches
toacouplewearinggasmasks,gloves,andprotectivesuitswhilebeing
intimatewitheachother.“Infact,sexualactivitycanbeadvisedasaurboost
toyourimmunesystem,solongasyourtakingappropriatesafetymeasures.
Welcome to Sex in Times of Corona!”1 

Theshortfilmisacollaborativeworkof16eroticfilmmakersfromBerlinand
thefirst“pandemicporn”thatentersmyfilterbubbleduringisolation.Matt
Lambert’s Moan Together,ErikaLust’sSex and Love in the Time of Quarantine,
and Cruising 2020 by Todd Verow and James Kleinman follow. Coronavirus Porn 
Is Going Viral on Pornhub (Cole2020)headlinesViceinMarch2020,referringto
112videosfeaturingtheword“coronavirus.”AttheendofApril,anotherarticle
reports1,528videos(Cookney2020)andPornhubitselfiscontinuallypub-
lishingstatisticsabouttrafficchangesandcoronarelatedsearchtermsduring
the crisis.2 The term chosen to address these corona-induced pornographies is 
“pandemicporn.”Toworkoutitsvariousdimensionsofmeaningandtotackle
the implicit and explicit moral concepts accompanying the term is the aim of 
thisessay.Forthispurpose,Iconsiderpornographyasa“thickconcept.”

Pornography as a “Thick Concept”
ThephilosopherBernardWilliams(1985)usedthedesignation“thickconcept”
tograspthosetermsthatcombineddescriptiveandevaluativeaspects,some-
times in a hardly distinguishable way.3 I would like to consider pornography as 
a“thickmoralconcept”(Zangwill2013),ormorepreciselyasan“objectionable
thickconcept”(Eklund2011).Eventhoughtheobservationthat“pornographyis
‘NOTaneutraltopic’”(SmithandAttwood2014,9)hasaccompaniedresearch
onpornographysinceitsbeginnings,4 I consider it useful and necessary to 
thinkaboutpornographyinthisbroadersense.Asresearchhasalsoshown,

1 https://meow.wtf/2020/04/17/corona/(accessedJune29,2020).
2 OnMarch23,inresponsetoarequestfromForbesmagazine,Pornhubreleasedthe

first“CoronavirusInsights.”TheseventhandlatestupdatewasonJune18.https://www.
pornhub.com/insights/(accessedJune18,2020).

3 WilliamshimselfreferstoaseminarbyPhilippaFootandIrisMurdochinthe1950s,
whichheattended,asinitiatingtheideaoftheterm(Williams1985,218;seealsoAbend
2019,210;Kirchin2013a).AnotherreferencealwaysmentionedisGilbertRyle’snotion
of“thickdescriptions,”whichagainwasadaptedbyanthropologistCliffordGeertz
(Kirchin2013b;Väyrynen2019).Originallyaconceptofmoralphilosophy,itwasquickly
adopted by other areas of philosophy such as epistemology and aesthetics (Väyrynen 
2019)aswellasbyotherdisciplinessuchassociology(Abend2019).Today,The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy considers thick terms and concepts as “widely agreed to be of 
potentiallyhighsignificance”(Väyrynen2019).

4 Pornscholarsfindthemselvesrepeatedlyobligedtorespondtotheirsupposedly
offensivesubjectmatter.Theirstatementsandreflectionsonthistopicpermeatethe

https://www.pornhub.com/insights/
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pornography often receives a special status that allows morally evaluative 
judgmentstobedisguisedasdescriptiveones.AsAlanMcKeepointsout,it
seems much more productive to think about what pornography shares with 
other phenomena than what is special about it: 

Exceptionalist approaches think that everything about pornography is 
unique—but this is only because they are looking so closely that they 
misstheworldaroundthepornography,inwhichmanycharacteristics
are common. … As long as we study pornography in isolation we cannot 
properly understand how much of our object of study is actually broader 
culturalmovementsratherthanbeingspecifictopornography….(McKee
2016,116)

Understandingpornographyasamorallythickconcept,thenotion“pandemic
porn”canbeconceivedinatleasttwoways:first,forthekindofpornography
that deals with or refers to the coronavirus pandemic (descriptive dimension). 
Second,itmarksandextendsthetrendtolabeleverythingwe(shouldnot)
desire as pornographic (descriptive and evaluative dimension). We remember 
rathernewphenomenasuchasfoodporn,tortureporn,warporn,earth
porn,propertyporn,etc.Inthislattersense,thetermisalsousedfor
“compelling photos of the coronavirus pandemic ... with the implication being 
that media outlets that publish it are trying to exploit a national tragedy for 
clicks”(Berezow2020).Inaddition,athird(primarilyevaluative)dimension
existswhenthinkingabouttheconceptsofpornography,thepandemicand
their interconnection: The Porn Pandemic (Ferebee2016). Books such as the 
one by Andrew Ferebee are not just Simple Guide[s] to Ending Pornography 
and Masturbation Addiction and Getting Back into the Real World,theyarea
symptom and product of the debates on pornography that have accompanied 
the term from the very beginning. 

The Secret Museum and the Origins of the Term “Pornography”

As Walter Kendrick shows in his groundbreaking analysis The Secret Museum 

(1987),theterm“pornography”firstappearedintheEnglishlanguageaswe
knowittodayin1850,inthecontextoftheexcavationsofPompeii.Among
thevases,sculptures,paintings,andfrescoesthatthearchaeologists
unearthed there were some that challenged the archival system due to 
theirmoralindecency:“asmallmarblestatue,highlynaturalisticinstyle,
representingasatyrinsexualcongresswithanapparentlyundauntedgoat”
(Kendrick1987,6),numerousrepresentationsofthefertilitygodPriapus,who
waseasilyidentifiedbyhis“giganticerectphallus,oftenoutofallhuman
scale,whichhebrandishesbecauseitishisessence”(8),aswellaspaintings

research literature as much as their research on pornography itself (see for example 
L. Williams1989,11;Koch[1997]2016,249ff.;SmithandAttwood2014).
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ofcopulatingpeopleand“lewdsculptures”(25).Therealscandal,however,
wasnottheartifactsthemselves,buttheirsignificanceinthelivesofthe
city’sinhabitants.“Paintingsofnudebodies,evenintheactofsex,hadbeen
placedsidebysidewithlandscapesandstilllifes,formingajumblethatmys-
tifiedmodernobservers”(9),explainsKendrick.Healsoreferstothenotes
of a cataloguer who was shocked to discover: “The inhabitants of Pompeii ... 
placedthesesubjects,repulsedbymodesty,inthemostconspicuousplaces,
sowidelydidtheirideasofmoralsdifferfromours”(10).Fromthebeginning,
the controversial items were kept separately and made accessible only to 
“gentlemenwithappropriatedemeanor(andreadycashforthecustodian)”
(6),butafterawhile,Kendrickpointsout,asuitableplaceandclassification
system was needed to catalog the artifacts: “The name chosen for them was 
‘pornography,’andtheywerehousedintheSecretMuseum”(11).

Followingthepublicdebateonpornographyintothe1980s,Kendrickcomesto
theconclusionthat“‘pornography’namesanargument,notathing”(1987,31).5 
Inotherwords,whatisperceivedas“pornographic”dependsontheprevailing
moral concepts of its time:

Inthemid-nineteenthcentury,Pompeiianfrescoesweredeemed
‘pornographic’andlockedawayinsecretchamberssafefromvirginal
minds;notlongthereafter,Madame Bovary was put on trial for harboring 
thesamedanger.Acentury-longparadeofcourtcasesensued,delib-
erating the perniciousness of Ulysses,Lady Chatterley’s Lover,Tropic 
of Cancer,andscoresofotherfictions,manyofwhichnowappear
routinely on the syllabi of college literature courses. All these things were 
‘pornographic’onceandhaveceasedtobeso;nowthestigmagoesto
sexuallyexplicitpictures,films,andvideotapes.(Kendrick1987,xii)

Sincethen,moretimehaspassed.Inthelasttwentyyears,manynewforms
of pornography have emerged in popular culture. A trend that Kendrick had 
alreadyanticipated:“…itseemslikelythatfuturegenerations,iftheyuse
theterm[pornography]atall,willmeanbyitsomethingquitedifferent—
something as unimaginable today as Debbie Does Dallaswasfiftyyearsago”
(1987,xii).Andhewasright.Justas“unimaginable”asDebbie Does Dallas (US 
1978)wasinthe1930s,Debbie Does Salad (Kaufman2005)wasprobablyin1987.

Explosion of the Pornographic

Particularlysincethe2000s,therehasbeenanexpansion,orinHelenHester’s
words,an“explosion”(Hester2014,181ff.—shedoesn’tseemtoknowCasetti)
intheuseoftheterm‘pornography.’Whatisstrikingisthatsexseemstobe

5 Wemayremember,forexample,UnitedStatesSupremeCourtJusticePotterStewart ’s
famousexpression“IknowitwhenIseeit”tocharacterizehard-corepornographyin
1964.
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displacedinthephenomenadescribedaspornographic(181ff.).Inhercon-
ceptualanalysisoftheterm,NinaSchumacher(2017)distinguishesvarious
formsofthesepornographicconfigurations.Asshepointsout,theterm
pornographyischargedwithnewconnotationsoftheimmoral,thecon-
demnable,ortheobscene.Whatthesepornographieshaveincommonisthat
they approach their objects closer than usual and exhibit them in a rather 
excessiveway(Schumacher2017,11f.).Inthismanner,theyaddressandexpose
whatisnot(yet)shownorusuallynotvisibleormentionable(11f.).

Schumacher locates rather ironic forms such as fruit porn or the picture book 
Porn for New Moms(Anderson2008)inthesatirical-criticaltraditionofthe
concept(Schumacher2017,213f.;O’Toole1998,1).Thelatterfeaturesattractive
menwhispering‘obscenities’suchas“So,tellmeagain,whatwastheconsis-
tencyofthepoop”or“Let’snothavesextonight.Letmejustrubyourfeet
whileyoutellmeaboutthebaby’sday”(Schumacher2017,210f.).Beyondthat,
sheclassifiesthe“lifestyle-pornographies”food,travel,andpropertypornas
“pornographiesofdesire”(214).Thesewouldawakenlongings(forfood,travel,
real estate) for which there can be no immediate or no satisfaction at all. In 
thiscase,thepornographicmanifestsitselfthroughconventionalaesthetic
strategiesknownfrompornographicfilms,e.g.theclose-upasanexpres-
sion of the “principle of maximum visibility”(L. Williams1989,48;Schumacher
2017,215).Hesterfurtherattestsa“harmlessvoyeuristicpleasuretakenin
representationsofdesirableitemsandcovetableexperiences”(Hester2014,
187).AccordingtoSchumacher,componentsofthepornographicarejustas
muchrealizedthroughtheobscenityofwhatisshown,i.e.theabundance,the
decadence,whichonebecomesawareofwhenwatchingandsecretlydesiring
unhealthybuttastyfood,travel,orpropertyonecannotafford(Schumacher
2017,215ff.).Sheaptlypointsoutthatthese‘pornographiesofdesire’arepro-
ductsofcapitalismpropagatingboundlessincrease,whichcannottoleratethe
finitesatisfactionofneeds(218).Morepopularphenomenasuchastorture
porn,miseryorsocialporn,or“PornographyoftheGagReflex”(Hester2014,
49ff.)6arecharacterizedbySchumacheras‘pornographiesoftherejected’
(2017,224ff.).Whatisrejectedisthehumanorsocialbodyitselfand,especially,
itsbodilyfluids.Theobscenityofwhatisshownliesintheexposureandthe
display of the body in pain or distress. 

6 DavidEdelstein(2006)coinedtheterm“tortureporn”tocharacterizehorrorfilms
thatexposethevulnerabilityofthebodyinaspectacularway,whichmeansthrough
depictionsoftorture,rape,ordestroyedbodiesingeneral.Miseryporn(Hester2014,
181ff.)or,inamoregeneralsense,‘socialporn’(Schumacher2017,224ff.)refersto
literature,films,orTVshowsinwhichpovertyorotherformsofsocialhardshipare
exposed.As‘pornographiesofthegagreflex’HesterdescribesforexampleCharlotte
Roche’s novel Wetlands(2009)ortheInternetphenomenon2 Girls 1 Cup(2007).
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Withoutgoingintotheremainingpornographicconfigurationsdiscussed
bySchumacherandHester,itshouldhavebecomeclear,toborrowHester’s
words: 

Porncannotbecharacterizedasmerely‘asexthing’(O’Toole1998,342),
evenifadultentertainmentcan;itisnotpreoccupiedwithelicitingagen-
itally sexual response but with provoking more general forms of queasy 
jouissance—horror,anger,sorrow,andacertainnauseatedfascination.
Thiskindofresponseisnotasymptomofcategoricalmoralbankruptcy,
but part of a dysfunctional sympathetic impulse and a persistent (if 
perhaps regrettable) facet of our interaction with certain images and 
texts.(Hester2014,185f.)

Pandemic Pornographies
Inthefollowing,Iwouldliketodiscusstheoutlineddimensionsofpan-
demic porn considered as a thick concept and address the evaluative and 
descriptivecomponentstheyengagewith.Thefirst(descriptive)dimension
signifiespornographythatdealswithorreferstothecoronaviruspan-
demic. The objects gathered with this description are as heterogeneous as 
allpornographicconfigurationsareandnotlimitedtoaudiovisualcontent
(seeforexampleABC2020).Togiveyouanimpression:Sex in Times of Corona 
presents eleven short episodes that elaborate on how to have sex without 
breaking the quarantine regulations in admittedly bizarre ways.7 Cruising 2020 
isaoneminute,notsexuallyexplicitshortfilmfeaturingtwogaymencruising
inaparkalwaysstayingsixfeetawayfromeachother.TheshortfilmSex and 
Love in the Time of Quarantinefollowssixadultperformers,twocouplesand
twosoloactors,astheyshootpornintheirownhomeandhowtheydealwith
isolationandtheirsexlifeascouplesorsingles,whileMoan Together is more 
ofasexuallyexplicitmusicvideofeaturing50queersexworkersfromallover
theworldperformingonesong.Typicalcoronanarrativesontubesites,on
theotherhand,showpeoplebreakingquarantineregulationstohavesex
or getting caught breaking quarantine by the authorities. Gloves and masks 
arewelllovedaccessories,asismedicalclothingingeneral.Somevideosare
funny,someeducational,someseemtohavebeencreatedoutofboredom.
Whatthesepornographiesdisplay,aspornscholarMaditaOemingputsit,
isthat:“porndoesnotexistinavacuum”(Cookney2020),italsoreflectsour
everydaylives.Therefore,theterm“pandemicporn,”inthissense,simply
describes audiovisual media or literature that deals with the corona crisis in a 
creativeway,underabroadunderstandingofthepornographic.

7 Tonameafew:Creatingadoppelganger,“fuckyourself”,phonesex(illustratedby
tincansconnectedthroughfiber),usinga1,5meterPopsicle-Dildo,voyeuristic-
exhibitionisticneighborlyhelp,or“runfast”(downthehallway)foryourown“juicycum-
shot”(shotoutofthewindow).
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Theseconddimensioncaneasilybeplacedwithinthewider‘explosionof
the pornographic’ and shares the aesthetic characteristics and connotations 
highlighted by Schumacher and Hester with these new forms. It marks and 
extends the trend to label everything we (should not) desire as pornographic. 
What is referred to as pornographic in an aesthetic sense is the excessive doc-
umentation of the crisis in mass media: statistics and graphics of hospitalized 
persons,thenumberoffatalitiesorofalreadyovercrowdedhospitals.Inthis
case,thecharacterizationaspornographicisclearlyevaluative.Displayingthis
sufferingforthedramaticeffect,i.e.clicksorprofit,isconsideredunethical
and impious in the western Christian value system. This extends to the 
accompanyingvoyeuristicpleasurethatenjoysthisexhibitionofsuffering.

Furthermore,Ihavedistinguishedathirddimensionthatisnotdirectly
relatedtothecoronapandemic,butratherdescribesaculturallypessimistic,
anti-pornographicattitudethat,asmentionedabove,hasaccompanied
pornographysinceitsexistence.AsMaditaOeming(2018)convincinglypoints
out,achangeinrhetoricandargumentationstrategiescanbeobservedover
the last decade of anti-porn sentiments. A newly emerging medical rhetoric 
declarespornographya‘pandemic’or‘epidemic,’suggestingthatpornography
addictionspreadslikeavirusandinfects,ofallpeople,thoseinpower:white
heterosexualmen(Oeming2018,214f.).Thismeansthatnowadays“thefocus
hasshiftedfromtheproductiontotheconsumptionside”(214f.),withthe
effectbeingthat:

Throughre-framingitsconsumptionaspathology,theculturalnarrative
aboutpornhaseffectivelybeenchangedfrom‘womenneedtobepro-
tectedfrommen’to‘menneedtobeprotectedfromporn’—justlikethe
public was once successfully convinced that soldiers needed to be pro-
tectedfromSTI-spreadingprostitutes.(215)

This framing makes pornography a public health issue that allows us “to 
presentmoraljudgementasscientificfact”(213).Insearchofananswerto
thequestionofwhythisnarrativeissosuccessfulandpowerful,Oeming
makestwoassumptions.First,sheplacesitinthecontextofcontemporary
masculinist,right-wingpopulist,andanti-third-wavefeministarguments.
Analyzingtherhetoricofpopularscientificself-helpliterature,sheoutlines
that“pornaddictionalongside‘theriseofwomen’and‘patriarchymyths’”are
citedasthecauseforAmerica’smaleyouth“‘failing’academically,socially,
andsexually”(215).8Second,shereferstothecombinationof“age-oldcultural
anxieties surrounding sexuality with the newborn moral panic about the inter-
net;thelatterbeingrooted,ofcourse,inyetanotherlongtraditionofhuman-
kind’srecurrentfearsabouttechnologyandnewmedia”(214).

8 AsOemingplausiblyfurtherargues,thediagnosis“pornaddiction”“freesconsumers
frommoraljudgement—itiscompulsive,whatcantheydo?—andputstheblameonthe
product”(Oeming2018,214).
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This observation reminds us once again how interwoven fears around sexu-
ality and new media are. It also poses the question of the interconnection 
between pandemic porn and pandemic media.
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The Time Stretched 
before Us: Rethinking 
Young Children’s  
“Screen Time”

Meredith A. Bak

Children’s media culture has been dominated by 
concerns over “media effects” and by a broader pre-
occupation with how children spend their leisure time. 
In recent years, a growing expert critique of “screen 
time” has begun to challenge these dominant per-
spectives. This critique has been accelerated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, given the unexpected heightened 
reliance children have on screen-based media for both 
educational and recreational purposes. This essay 
links the media effects tradition with several features 
of the screen time debate, noting screen time’s role 
in sustaining a future-based orientation of childhood. 
It proposes the pandemic’s changes to domestic 
life as an opportunity to reconsider children’s time 
and needs in the present, as flexible and occupied 
by a range of activities, including engagement with 
screen-based media without the artificial distinction 
of “screen time,” which establishes unnecessary judg-
ments and valuations.

  EFFECTS STUDIES  



262 Pandemic Media

Demanding that parents just watch the clock 

misses the point of parenting in the digital age. 

Sonia Livingstone and Alicia Blum-Ross (2020, 47)

Screen time essentially became time itself.  

David Zweig (2020)

OnApril6,2020—onlyweeksafterNewYorkCity’slockdownorderswere
announced,AndrewPrzybylskiandPeteEtchellspublishedanopinionpiece
in the New York Times titled“ScreenTimeisn’tAllthatBad.”Inthewakeofthe
pandemic,theywrite,“ourfamilies’screentimeisabouttogothroughthe
roof…andthat’sfine”(PrzybylskiandEtchells2020,27).

Przybylski and Etchells challenge the long-standing dominance of the 
mediaeffectsparadigm:aresearchtraditionadvancedinfieldsfrom
communicationstopsychologythatendeavorstofinddirectcausallinks
betweenexposuretomediaandparticularhealthorbehavioraleffectsin
youngaudiences(PrzybylskiandEtchells2020,27).Sinceatleastthe1990s,
researchershave“caution[ed]againstthekindsofsimplistic,casualcon-
nectionsthatareoftenderivedfrom‘effectsstudies.’Instead,theyadvocate
a research agenda that pays more attention to the broader social context 
ofhow[mediated]imagesareactuallyread”(Kinder1999,4).Thenotionof
“screentime”isacuriousbiproductofthemediaeffectslegacy,presupposing
that engagement with screen-based media represents a distinct quality and 
kind of experience that can be measured as such. Przybylski and Etchells’s call 
to critically evaluate (and relax) prohibitive screen time limits thus gestures to 
alongstandingreconfigurationofchildren’smediadiscoursethattheCOVID-
19pandemichashelpedtoaccelerate.

Thisreconfigurationentailsconsideringyoungchildren’sscreentime—
indeed,children’stimeoverall—notasaboundedsetofdiscreteunitstobe
limitedandmonitored,butasflexibleandadaptedtotheintensityofchil-
dren’sinterestsandplay.Suchashiftdeemphasizesmediaeffectsinfavorof
recognizing media as one mode (among many) that can foster opportunities 
for engagement and connection. Interrogating screen time as the core metric 
bywhichchildren’smediaengagementisjudgedoffersnewopportunities,not
onlytorecognizemediaasawaytofosterhumanconnectionduringthistime,
but to reveal and unravel ways that time itself has prevented attention on chil-
dren’s everyday lived experiences in the present. 
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From Futurity to Immediacy
Although contemporary children’s media discourses are largely organized 
aroundscreentime,earlierpreoccupationsconcerningchildren’sinteractions
withcommercialmediahaveprincipallyreflectedaconcernwithtime overall. 
The adoption of compulsory schooling and labor reform in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries subjected children’s time to new modes of 
standardizationandrationalization,chargingchildren’sleisuretimewith
heightened importance as a resource that can either be squandered or used 
productively(Bak2020,42-49).“Becausetheactivitiesofdailylifeprovidethe
knowledge,skills,andbehaviorschildrenacquireastheydevelop,”Wartella
andRobbwrite,“itisnowonderthatsomuchofparentalconcernfocuses
onhowchildrenspendtheirtime”(2008,7-8).Thisemphasisontimehas
longbeenpresent,butasthepandemichasshiftedthepercentageofdaily
activitiesthatareorganizedinandaroundthehome,parentalconcernwith
children’s time (and the amount of children’s time to be accounted for) has 
takenonnewsignificance.

Thestakesofhowleisuretimeisspentandofmediaeffectsareperceivedto
behigherforchildren,giventheunderstandingofchildhood—andespecially
early childhood—as a crucial developmental period. This developmental 
paradigm has dominated perceptions of childhood since the early twentieth 
century,aperspectiveemphasizingchildren’ssocialization,thatfuelsanxieties
andmoralpanicsaroundchildren’ssocialdevelopment(ProutandJames1997,
10–14).Thetwoclosely-linkedideas,thatchildren’stimeispreciousandthat
childrenareparticularlyimpressionable,formtheconditionswithinwhich
children’s media culture has been understood. The principle focus on chil-
dren as subjects in-the-making (rather than as subjects in their own right) is 
inextricablylinkedtoclassicalmediaeffectstheorythatemphasizesfutureor
long-term impacts over elements of everyday context. 

Communication theorist Neil Postman began his widely-cited The 
Disappearance of Childhood by characterizing children as “living messages we 
sendtoatimewewillnotsee”(1982,x).Postmanarguedthatmodernelec-
tronicmediasuchastelevisionwereeffectivelymakingtheideaofchildhood
vanish,creatingthefiguresofthe“‘adultified’childandthe‘childified’adult”
(126).Thesesentimentsrevealapreoccupationwithfuturityuniquelytied
tochildhood.AttheheartofPostman’sinfluentialargumentisanunder-
lyingperceptionthatmediaconfoundsgenerationaldifferences(andthe
powerdynamicsattachedtothem).Theperceivedadverseeffectsofmedia
thatresultina“loss”ofchildlikeinnocenceinPostman’sworkandsimilar
precedingarguments,suchasGreenfield(1973)andMeyrowitz(1986),thus
also result in a loss of adult authority when children’s autonomy is recognized 
ratherthanmarginalized(Spigel1998,128).
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Thepandemic’sreconfigurationoftimeandtherelatedchangesinadultwork
patterns,childcare,andeducationrequiringmorechildrentospendmoreof
their time in the home have newly emphasized a focus on necessary choices 
forchildren’simmediateconditionsovertheirlonger,speculativefuturities.
As the authors of one parenting piece noted: “this pandemic could extend 
foralongtime,soasyoucreatenewroutines,focusonhabitsthataresus-
tainableandpractical”(ChengandWilkinson2020).Thepandemic’sindefinite
duration,then,throwsthetidy,lineararccommonlyassociatedwithchildren’s
growth and development—a direction associated with progress—into relief. 
The emphasis has shifted from the future to the present.

The Magic of “Stretchy Time”
The heightened necessity of screen-based media for both formal education 
andchildren’sleisuretimeduringthepandemichasreconfiguredtheterms
bywhichparentsandcaregiversassessthecostsandbenefitsoftimewith
screens.Children’stime,likethatofadults,hasbeenwrestedfromitsorder,
and is now subject to new interpretations and valuations. Even before the 
pandemic,screentimeasthedominantanalyticwrought“conceptualand
methodologicalmayhem”(Kayeetal.2020).Amongtheconcept’scentral
problems is the tidy distinction between screen and non-screen time drawn in 
order to enable a range of judgments. 

The perception that screen time constitutes discrete and bounded units of 
timehasbeenincreasinglyproblematized,especiallygiventhepopularization
ofconnectedtechnologiesthatdatifyandscreenifyothereverydaypractices,
suchassmarttoysandwearables(Mascheroni2018).Digitalmediaand
technologies,writeSoniaLivingstoneandAliciaBlum-Ross,are“partofthe
infrastructureofeverydaylife,renderingtime-based,context-freeefforts
tolimitscreentimeineffective,withthecostsgreaterthanthebenefits”
(2020,46).Theideathatscreentimewasanincreasinglyirrelevantanalytic
wasalreadygainingtractionbeforetheyear2020.Inshort,AnyaKamenetz
writes,“‘time’isanincreasinglyuselessshorthandforthinkingaboutdigital
devices”(Kamenetz2020).Onceanevangelistformeasuringandrestricting
screentime,thepandemicpromptedKamenetztoreevaluatethevalidityof
suchaposition,andtoconsidercontextualfactorssuchashomeandsocial
environmentalongsidescreentime.LikeKamenetz,theCOVID-19pandemic
forced countless caregivers worldwide to evaluate screen time debates in new 
relationtochangesineducationalandleisurepractices,asameansofremote
instruction and to occupy especially young children while adults in the house-
hold work remotely.

Duringthepandemic,thedivisionsthatgiveshapetofamiliarpointsof
temporalreference—theworkday,theweekend,theacademictermor
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year—havedissolved,givingwaytoakindoftemporalitywemightcall“pan-
demictime.”Timespentengagedwithmediaissweptupintothisformu-
lation,aswriterDavidZweiglamented,thatduringthepandemic“screentime
essentiallybecametimeitself”forhischildren(Zweig2020).Hazy,indeter-
minate,elastic—pandemictimechallengesthesecurityassociatedwith
imaginingchildrenwithinaclear,future-orientedtrajectory,demandingcon-
sideration of what is best or necessary for a child now. 

Thisimaginationoftimeasmorefluid,lessfixed,alignswithsomemodelsof
earlychildhoodeducationthatfavormoreflexibleapproachestostructuring
children’stime:so-called“stretchytime.”Incontrasttotraditional,regimented
schedules,when“stretchytime”isimplemented“therhythmoflearning[is]
governedbyengagementratherthantheclock”(Cremin,Burnard,andCraft
2006,115).Stretchytime“prioritise[s]intensityoverduration,”oftenasking
educators to be more closely engaged in children’s endeavors (Sakr and Oscar 
2020,2-3).

Stretchy time is conceptually antithetical to the temporal framework that 
makes“screentime”anactionablepractice.Whereastheimplementation
ofstretchytimeenablesanactivitytoexpand“‘magically’”inresponseto
children’songoingengagement,screentimeisframedbyrestrictions.In
otherwords,whilechildren’straditionalplaypracticesaregovernedbyideals
suchasflexibility,“children’sdigitalplayexperiencesareshapedbyapop-
ulardiscoursethatchildren’sdigitalengagement—their‘screentime’—needs
tobelimited,”resultingin“twoopposingapproachestotime”(Sakrand
Oscar2020,1).Conceptualizationsof“stretchytime”withinearlychildhood
discourses retain a valence of urgency associated with the developmental 
paradigm,by,forinstance,tyingthebenefitsofstretchytimetoparticular
outcomessuchasenhancedcreativethinking.However,thebreakdownof
traditional,rationalizedchildren’sschedulesisneverthelessanoccasionto
prioritizethequalitiesofelasticityandplayassociatedwithstretchiness,
thereby reimagining the child as media spectator. 

Consideringtimeaselastic,capableofexpandingwhenengagementisintense
ormeaningful,challengestherigidityofscreentimeandtheassociatedjudg-
mentsthatscreen-basedengagementisoflowerqualityto“real”socialor
physicalinteraction.Inanunprecedentedhistoricalmomentwhenschool,
work,andleisureactivitiesmovethroughandacrossscreensmorethanever,
reconsidering screen time invites a conception of children who use media 
asandalongsideotherresourcestoconnect,inquire,explore,andcreate.
Erodingthedistinctionsthatrender“screentime”discretefromotherformsof
timealsoputsscreen-basedmediabackintocloserrelationswith“traditional”
media such as books. Media scholar Dean W. Duncan echoes the possibilities 
associatedwithsuchanorientation,arguingthat:“Itneedn’talwaysbea
matterofbetterandworse,stilllessofrightandwrong;thedifferences
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between page and screen are not as important as the very substantial concep-
tualcontinuitiesthatbridgebothtechnologicalandtemporalgaps”(Duncan
2015,3).Toreassessscreentimeistorecastthechildmediaspectatorasa
dynamic,adaptable,responsible,andresilientfigure,whoseparticipationwith
media drives action and imagination. Stretchy time also invites heightened 
engagementfromadultcaregivers,whomayobserveandfacilitaterather
than simply set a timer.

Beyond Effects: A New Paradigm for  
Children’s Media

The pernicious logics of media industries have remained intact in the months 
ofCOVID-19’sinitialwaves.Tochallenge“screentime”asalimitingframe-
workisnottoacquiescetotheendlessflowofstreamingvideoonautoplay(a
featurethatautomaticallyplaysanothervideowhenthefirstisfinished)orto
get stuck in the ruts of algorithmically-generated recommendations. Recent 
commentators such as James Bridle have written persuasively of the ways that 
streaming video on platforms such as YouTube Kids almost seamlessly slides 
fromdesiredcontenttobizarre,disturbing,andinappropriatecontent.Many
such videos ascend the rankings through nonsensical strings of keywords and 
hashtags(“wordsalad”)andare,themselves,algorithmicallycreated,exem-
plifying “a kind of violence inherent in the combination of digital systems and 
capitalistincentives”(Bridle2020). Yet there is considerable middle ground 
betweenstrictlyandartificially-limitedscreentimeandanendlessflowof
unmonitored imagery. 

Thelong-termeffectsofthepandemicontoday’schildrenarenotyet
knowable.However,asthisessayhasargued,thepervasivefocusoneffects 
should itself be interrogated. The temporal reorientation wrought by the 
pandemichasnotonlyamplifiedthealreadymountingcritiqueofscreen
time,buthasalsocriticallyforegroundedthecontoursofthedigitaldivide
more prominently related to the issue. As work like Jacqueline Ryan Vickery’s 
Worried about the Wrong Things (2017)haspointedout,therisksassociated
with young people and new media (secondary school-aged youth in Vickery’s 
study) have more to do with equitable access than with the specters of 
riskonwhichtraditionaleffects-basedstudiesfocus.Popularcommentary
examining debates in children’s media now acknowledges that parents who 
candevotesignificantattentionandresourcestomonitoringscreentimepos-
sessa“fathonkingwadofprivilege”(Kamenetz2020)orregardscreen-based
engagementinrelationtohighlyraciallyandsocio-economicallystratified
practicessuchasprivateschool“pods”(Zweig2020).

Caregivers and educators have long contended with incommensurate con-
ceptions of children’s time—time as a precious resource and as empty space 
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needingtobefilled.Yettheimplementationoflockdowns,quarantines,and
social distancing practices have reshaped the discussion. The radical disrup-
tions to all facets of everyday life give new occasion to suspend worry or guilt 
overchildrenkeepingup,orfallingbehind,orachievinganarbitrarybal-
ance among leisure and educational activities. The “paradoxical freedom of 
choicelessness”thatMcTague(2020)describesinthepandemic’swakeneed
not mean that we accept the heightened role of media in children’s lives as a 
necessaryevil.Rather,itinitiatesamorefundamentalreconfigurationofchil-
dren’stemporalrhythmsandthevaluejudgmentsattachedtothem,providing
achancetoacknowledgetime’saffectivevalueandmedia’sroleinshapingit.
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Mute Sound

John Mowitt

These remarks take up the theme of pandemic media 
by considering online instructional platforms such 
as Zoom, MS Teams, and the like to examine, as it 
were, both sides of the coin: the role such media play 
during the coronavirus pandemic, but also the role 
the pandemic plays in giving sense to our relation to 
such media. Specifically, in thinking about the place of 
sound on such platforms, the iconography of micro-
phones both muted and unmuted, this contribution 
examines how Mara Mills’s concept of “telephonic 
hearing” is given fresh relevance in online instruc-
tion, both in deepening the divide between sound 
and voice, and by reactivating Michel Chion’s concept 
of the “acousmêtre.” Recast as what sounds in mute 
sound, the “acousmêtre” at our finger tips prompts 
consideration of an instructive pandemonium cours-
ing through and as the pandemic.
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[Figure1]InLineInstruction(Source:u/Balcion:https://www.reddit.com/r/OldSchoolCool/

comments/6x9ivi/my_dad_in_a_creepily_perfect_classroom_photo_1956/2017)

Themottoisdesignedtoprovokeacertainobstinacy(fig.1).Specifically,the
normal,whetheroldornew,isalmostcertainlyoverrated.Itisonlyapreposi-
tion away from the pathology to which it has been opposed. Now more than 
ever.

Althoughunlikelytoleapout,pandemic(anepidemicthathasaffectedthe
global demoz) has deep connotative links to both panic and pandemonium. 
Hysteria,asbothcauseandeffect,ofapandemicmakesthishardtomiss.
AtthehuboftheseconnotativespokessitsPanandhispipes.Panspooks,
hestirsupanimals,provokingthemtorespondtohispipingwithnoise.This
quintessentialfigureofwhatMichelFoucaultwouldcall“pastoralpower”not
onlysplicessoundtosuchpower,butsplicessoundtothepandemic.WhereI
live,inNorthernEngland,thelockdownhaschangedthe“soundscape”much
inthesamewaythatdeepsnowdoes.Aswiththebirdsrecorded“singing”
afterthecessationofhostilitieson11November1918,anintensely“low-fi”
ambiencewasabruptlydisplacedbythelockdown,asifsonicmodernityhad
beenliterallythrownintoreverse.Nothinghasbeenmoreaffectedthanmusi-
calsound,whichisnowaggressivelyreroutedthroughhomestudios( Joan
Baez’skitchen,orRyuichiSakamoto’sNewYorkflat,forexample),balconies
and instruments (one thinks here of the panelaçoinRio,orCharlieWatts’s“air
drums”).ButIwanttolistenforsomethingelse.Ihavecalledit“mutesound.”

Terry Eagleton’s humour is not to everyone’s liking. Perhaps not even to him. 
ApersonalfavouriteistheCavellianriffheonceelaboratedonthesentence:

https://www.reddit.com/r/OldSchoolCool/comments/6x9ivi/my_dad_in_a_creepily_perfect_classroom_photo_1956/
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“dogsmustbecarriedontheescalator.”Heseizesimmediatelyontheimpera-
tive ambiguity of the descriptive—if you have a dog it must be carried while 
you ride the escalator—versus the prescriptive—if you wish to ride the escala-
toryoumustdosowhilecarryingadog—“versions”ofthesamesentence.His
pointisorientedtowardansweringthequestion,“whatisliterature?”Mineis
different.

As those of us involved in that aspect of academic labour called teaching move 
this and other activities online we come face to face with the screen and the 
various apps (software platforms) that organize our relation to it. It is here 
thatIencounter“mutesound,”animperativerifewithmanyofthesame
ambiguitiesEagletonteasedoutof“dogsmustbecarriedontheescalator.”
Instructions for use thus seem called for. Especially in the context of “meet-
ings”involvingnumerousparticipants,oneistypicallyadvisedto“mute
sound”soastominimizeinterferenceontheline.Atissuearenotvoices,but
therandomambientnoisesthatsonicallyprofilethem.Toomuchofthelatter
isthoughttorendertheformerunintelligible.Onthescreen,beforeoureyes,
the icon provided for this functionality is that of a microphone that when 
muted is placed sous rature,thatis,itisstruckthroughwiththe“universal”
mark of prohibition. In this it resembles the hardware graphics of the com-
puter’svolumecontrol(significantlyaloudspeaker)thatisalsostruckthrough
when fully muted. As with the Heideggerian “kreuzweise Durchstreichung,”we
canseethesignofsound(bothvoiceandnoise)transmission,andwecansee
thatitisstruckthrough.Off.Interestingly,we“hear”thatitismutedtypically
whensomeonesays“unmuteyourmic,”asthedigitaltechnologydoesnot
permit us to hear the absence of our ambient noise in the shared feed. Lips 
movingandvoicesspeakinglineup,butambiguitiesbegintocrackle.Notallof
them electromagnetic.

Themicrophone,asPaulineOliveroswouldinsist,isapromiscuoustrans-
ducer.Itpicksupeverythingandeveryone,convertingallintoelectronic
signals.Bydesign.Mutingitonlinedrawsattentiontoadifferencebetween
thevoiceandnoise,remindingusthatthedesiredsound,theonemeanttobe
facilitatedbythemicrophone,isthevoice.Theundesirablesound,thenoise,
isthespace,theroomofthevoice.Whatthenistheiconofthemicrophone
aniconof?Adeviceoraneffect?Adifferenceoranindifference?Mutesound?
Isitsimplyaninstructionutteredintheimperative,necessitatedbytheaim
of facilitating an exchange with which it interferes? Is sound something that 
a microphone properly metonymizes? Sound in what sense? At issue here 
issomethingMaraMillsandAvitalRonell,intheirradicallydistinctiveways,
invite us to think about: is there a break in the line? Are we present before an 
emerging,thusnewnormal,mutationintelephonichearing?

ThisquestionhasbeentakenupmostemphaticallyinMills’sessay,“Hearing
Things:TelephonesandAuditoryTheory,”whereshegraphstheriseandfall
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oftelephonichearing.LikeFriedrichKittler,shespliceshearingandthetel-
ephonethroughthenotionoftheprostheticsupplement(Edison’sdeafness),
notingthattheapparatuseffectivelyusurpedtheperceptualfacultybyurging
thatwe,andtheacousticengineersamongus,thinkabouthumanhearing
on the model of telephonic communication and its privileging of intelligibility 
(pickingoutphonemes)overfidelity(pickingupdetailsofthesoundscape).
Implicitinthismodelisanotionoftransductiveanalogy,thatis,theideathat
likeatelephonethatmovesaninformationrichsignalfrompointatopointb,
hearing itself involves an analogical alignment between sound wave frequen-
cies and otio-electrical currents triggered in the brain. The expression: “I hear 
whatyouaresaying,”isaminiaturizationoftheentiremodel.Successive
audiological descriptions of the functioning of the human ear and attention 
totheauto-poeticcapacityoftransductiontocreatewhatitcarried,eventu-
ally cut the line between telephone technology and hearing. Microphone 
andreceiver,andevenloudspeaker(“speakerphone”)losttheirloopandthe
telephone faded as an audiological model.

Mutesound.Totheextentthat,inthecontextofonlinecongregationsitvisu-
alizesasegregateddistributionofsoundshapedbythedifferencebetween
voiceandnoise,itoddlyworkstorestoretelephonichearing.Fidelityhas
returnedtothefore,afactacknowledgedinthe“ratethiscall”surveythat
now concludes virtually every online exchange. It is as though all oral/aural 
communication has become postcoital: how was it for you? The question is its 
ownanswer.Thereishere,however,morethanasimpleanddirectrestoration
of telephonic hearing. Hang ups are suggestively catachrestic. A model has 
morphed. 

Toamplifythisonedoeswelltonotethatthetelephonefiguresprominently
inMichelChion’sthinkingabouthisanalyticalneologism,the“acousmêtre,”
a portmanteau (acoustique + être + maître) he employs to track the distinctly 
sonic curve of narrative suspense in the cinema. Like one’s telephonic inter-
locutor,the“acousmêtre”isabsentfromthevisualfield.Butunliketheparty
towhomoneisspeaking,thecinematic“acousmêtre”alwaysthreatensto
appearandthushasadeterminedhermeneuticforce,preciselyinrendering
its“de-acousmatization”(touseChion’smot d’art) narratively consequential. 
WilliamCastle’s1965film,I Saw What You Did deftly twists the strands that 
wiretogethertheapparatusofthetelephone,andthemenacingfigureofthe
“acousmêtre,”inthiscaseanuxoricide.Crucialtothehermeneuticforceofthe
“acousmêtre”istheoft-remarkedfactthatafilmaggressivelysubjectsitsaudi-
encetothesyntaxofitssightsandsounds.The“owner”ofMrs.Bates’svoice
in Psycho(herskullisnowattheCinémathèqueinParis),de-acousmatizeson
thefilm’stime,decidedlynotours.Itsappearanceshocksandmeans.This
effect,anditssignificancewouldappeartointerferewithapandemicalresto-
ration of telephonic hearing.
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Althoughoftenindexedtotechnicalmattershavingtodowithsignalstrength,
bandwidth,serverstabilityetc.,itiscommonthatwithonlineinterfacingone
engagesinarhythmofacousmatizationandde-acousmatization;onemutes
one’smicrophone,andblinds(?)one’scamera.Ifyoucontinuespeakingwith
thecamerablindedoneassumesthepositionofthe“acousmêtre”andonline
teleconferencingmimicstelephonydirectly.However,theetiquetteinplay—
”couldyoumuteyoursound/un-blindyourcamera”(aninsistently“oral”thus
acousticgesturing,unlessthesupplementof“signing”isinplay)—deprives
the“acoustmêtre”ofitshermeneuticforce.ItsmasteryofBertoltBrecht’slong
sought“two-way”communicationhereoperatestodrainalldramafromthe
eventofde-acousmatization,producingthedistinctivelyexhaustingtediumof
online interfacing whether teaching or meeting. The moment of disclosure is 
justaclickawayandthesyntaxofsightandsound(the“film”)fallswilly-nilly
into our hands.

Ordoesit?InMills’sdiscussionofthecrisisoftelephonichearing,shepoints
to the gradual but irreversible separation between the psychoacoustic 
accountofhearing,andthemodeloftelephonictransduction.Shespendsless
time on the matter of what happens to telephony as a result of this separa-
tion,ahistorythatwouldincludetheemergenceofonlineteleconferencing.
Althoughshedoesnotitalicizeit,thefateoftransductionfigurescrucially
insuchahistory.Ittooiscaughtupinthefadeofthetelephonicmodel,
notmerelyasanaspectofthemodel,butasaconceptsubjecttotechnical
modelling.Notsurprisingly,transductionhasattractedtheattentionofmany,
everyone from Gilbert Simondon and Gilles Deleuze to Adrian MacKenzie and 
JonathanSterne.And,ifthismattersitisbecausethepuzzleoftransduction
breathesnewlifeintothefigureofthe“acousmêtre.”Itdoessobyevoking
and thus generating a matrix behind or beneath the etiquette of the muting/
blindingwherede-acousmatizationreacquireshermeneuticforce,notinthe
syntaxofnarrative(whosevoiceorganizestheplot?),butintheoperationof
the medium (how is the signal possible?)

Togetatthis,anothersenseof“mutesound”askstobeheard.Insteadof
hearingitasaninstruction,hearitasadescription.Soundthatis mute. 
Notsoundthatismutedormuffled,butsoundthatcannotbevoiced.Or
better,soundthatisnotphonic,butsonic.InhistenaciousreadingofPas-
calQuignard’s“treatise”onlanguage,Jean-FrancoisLyotardelaboratesa
contrast between music and “la mutique,”inordertobringforwardamusic
thatfallsbefore,yetsounds(Quignardsays“bellows”)withinmusic.Inthis
spirit might we not invoke mute sound as a way to bring forward a sound 
beforesound?Again,notmerelynon-vocalsound,butsoundpriortoamodel
of hearing modelled on telephony. The commotion produced by the tree 
fallingun-mikedintheforest.Frombehindits“strikethrough,”themuted
microphone transduces an appearance that simultaneously promises and 
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defiesde-acousmatization.What(certainlynot“who”)makesthesound
before sound? Can it be picked up by the camera? Such questions and others 
parasitize the online interface and they transfer to the digital medium of the 
computerallthehermeneuticforceofde-acousmatization,butnowrealized
throughapotentialgestureofdisclosurethatdefieslocationinspaceand
time.

At the Greek root of mute lies mouh.Itmeanstocloseone’seyesorlips,and
inthusconnotingsecrecy(“mum’stheword”)quicklysuggestsinitiationand
mystery. As muting and unmuting belong to apps enabling and even now sus-
tainingonlineinstruction,theiruseplaceseducationbackwhereitbelongs.In
the(dis)seminary.Serendipitously,theOEDtellsusthatinbiology,transduc-
tiondesignatestheworkofavirus,thetransferofforeigngeneticmaterial
into an organism. Perhaps it is this that post-telephonic transduction threat-
enstode-acousmatize,notthepockedfaceofthevirusstirringthecurrent
pandemic,buttheoperationofthepandemicwithin our techno-pedagogical 
responsetoit.Ormaybeeventhepandemicalcharacterofallinitiation,the
collective drive to expose all to the mute sound.

Areminder,howeverimmodest,thatwemaynotyetgraspthecrisisofwell-
being at hand. We cannot simply respond to it. It is in the operation of this 
response. Just pick up the phone. Take or make the call. Raise your hand. 
Unmute sound.

I would like to acknowledge everyone affiliated with the Konfigurationen des 
Films research group at J.W. Goethe Universität and thank them warmly for 
their hospitality and the generous invitation to patch into their circuit. 
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Face Off 

Kerim Dogruel

The article asks how the shift to online classes during 
the COVID-19 pandemic is perceived differently by 
different status groups. Press articles wondered why 
students didn’t show their faces in class. The article 
explores possible reasons and tries to shift the dis-
cussion away from blaming the students and suggests 
that instead of focusing on generational differences, 
the situation is better understood with analytical 
tools from social and media theory, which give special 
attention to the institutional framework of the 
university.
 
WhenGermanuniversitiesshiftedtoonlineclassesbecauseoftheCOVID-19
pandemicinApril2020,anadvancedstudentdescribedherexperienceof
thesituationasifshewereinthefirstsemesteralloveragain.Discussingthe
situationwithotherstudentsandcolleaguesfromdifferentstatusgroups
(rangingfromBachelorandMasterstudentstodoctoralstudents,post-docs,
andprofessors),severalstatedtheopposite:thateverythingbasicallystays
the same while everyone does the responsible and a little boring thing of 
staying home. I like to think that both are true. But why does the perception 
ofthesamesituationdiffersogreatly?Andwhatdoestheuniversityasan
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institution have to do with it? The student’s analogy of being demoted back 
tothefirstsemesterseemstobekey,sinceitdescribesthecriticalmoment
of transitioning into a new learning and working environment. This transition 
becomes warped during e-learning. This is even more so when the infamous 
German phenomenon of Uni-Bluff—an extracurricular yet crucial behavior that 
is necessary to successfully navigate university—takes on new forms in the 
online learning environment.1 Instead of asking into the intrinsic motivations 
ofthedifferentgroups,Iwanttoshifttheattentiontotheinfrastructuresof
digital learning themselves and how they “emerge out of and store within 
themformsofdesireandfantasy”(Larkin2013)thateffectthedifferentgroups
indifferentways.

The student described her membership status at university that was 
somehow lost through the pandemic and now had to be regained again. For 
theothergroup,theirmembershipstatuswasneverinjeopardy.Tobetter
understandthedifferentvariablesofthesituation,thetheoreticalframework
ofStar,Bowker,andNeumannprovidesthetoolstomakesenseofthetwodif-
ferent perceptions. Both groups are part of the same community of practice:

A community of practiceisagroupofpeoplejoinedbyconventions,
language,practices,andtechnologies….Itmayormaynotbecontained
inasinglespatialterritory;inthemoderninformationworld,itoftenis
not. It contains strong ties that are not covered by the terms family,formal 
organization,orvoluntary association.(Star,Bowker,andNeumann2003,
243)

While some of the most important social interactions at university take place 
inclassrooms,thecommunallearningexperienceshiftedbecauseofthepan-
demic.Thesocialinteractionsfromtheclassroomandeverythinginbetween,
fromhallways,tolibraries,cafeterias,blackboards,andrestrooms,collapsed
and could only partially be replaced or addressed through online infra-
structures,iftheywereaddressedatall.GoetheUniversityFrankfurtbought
bulklicensesofvideoconferencingsoftware,additionallythealreadyexisting
infrastructures for e-learning were strengthened and expanded. Zoom was 
quickly established as the software of choice for most teaching purposes. The 
videoconference software was added to the other information artifacts,asone
ofmany“tools,systems,interfaces,anddevicesforstoring,tracking,dis-
playing,andretrievinginformation”(Star,Bowker,andNeumann2003,244).
Communities of practice and information artifacts depend on each other. When 

1 WagnerhasdescribedthebluffinhisbookUni-Angst und Uni-Bluff,whichwaspub-
lishedinthreeverydifferenteditionsin1977,1992,and2007.Onlyinhislatestedition
doesWagneracceptthebluffasanecessity.ThomasWaitzprovidesananalysisofthe
changesbetweentheeditionsthroughouttheyears(seeWaitz2019).Forthistext,I ’ll
primarily use the latest edition of the book. English lanugage quotes from Wagner are 
my translation.
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they converge and the community standard becomes more and more trans-
parenttotheindividual,membershipisachieved.Yetmembershipisnota
rigidcategory,butratheratrajectorythatshapestheindividualintheprocess.
An important part of that process is the transformation of self-imagination: 
“the shaping of individuals so that they see themselves as having the set of 
information needs that can be met by their new social world’s information 
resources”(Star,Bowker,andNeumann2003,245).Youcanseeyourselfas
part of that world when you have a clear idea of what your place in it could be. 
Students that didn’t have any trouble adjusting to the new learning environ-
ment could literally see themselves within the university framework.

Since my own transition from being a student to becoming a teacher wasn’t 
thatlongago,Iwaswaryoftheside-effectsandoutsideperceptionsofmeas
ateacher.Allthemenialtasksthatcomewithgettingstartedataninstitute,
rangingfromuploadingphotosfortheinstitute-website,signingformstoget
accesstoaninstitutionalemail-address,settingupinstituteemailsignatures,
validatingyouruniversityemployeeID,settingupkeystogetaccesstooffices
andclassrooms,slippinginandoutofthesespaces,usingthealreadyfamiliar
learning management system with an enhanced and more powerful inter-
face,mademewaryofthetransitionmyself.Buttheyalsosignaledtothe
outside that I now had become part of the institution. I already had teaching 
experiencefromoutsideuniversity,butthechangeinstatusthatcamewith
itwasverydifferentfromotherlearningenvironments,mostlybecauseit’s
an institution that can itself grant status—regardless of whether I liked that 
or not.2EventhoughIhadtaughtuniversityseminarspriortotheCOVID-19
pandemic,Ihadnotdoneitoftenenoughforittohavebecomeahabityet.
Tocontinueworking“asalways”isimpossibleif“always”isatime-spanoftwo
years.

Afterthefirstfewclassesduringthepandemic,Ihadthesameconversation
withdifferentcolleaguesindividuallywhohaddecidedtostructuretheir
classesthroughweeklyvideoconferences.Theywereconfused,surprised,or
evenslightlyoffendedbystudentswhodidn’tturnontheircamerasinclass.3 
Empty squares caused insecurities. The gridded structure of the videocon-
ferencehomogenizes,eachsquareisequallyvisible,regardlessofwhatit
contains(seeHiggins2009,9).Atthesametimethegridsignalstheinherent
powerimbalancebetweenteacherandstudent,hostandguest,muchmore
than a classroom could—the grid is a visual testament to the power of the 
personthathascontroloverit(seeSiegert2003,95).Paradoxically,the

2 ThemaintakeawayofWagner’s2007editionofthebookisthattheincreaseinstatus
(bothmorallyandfinancially)isarealandvalidreasonformanystudentstoattenduni-
versity,thereforethenecessitytomasterthebluffwithoutsuccumbingtoit(seeWagner
2007,31–36).

3 Besidestheobvioustechnologicalreasonsofnothavingthenecessaryhardwareavail-
able or not having a stable connection.
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invisible students become more visible through this equal treatment of every 
rectangle.

And the whole time all I could focus on was the sea of blank avatars—
rather than actual faces—staring back at me. Why did it matter? Why had 
studentsdecidedtoturnofftheircamera?Tobehonest,Itookitabit
personally.(Eng2020)4

I don’t want to guess about the individual agreements that were and are being 
madeinclassinthefirstfewmeetings.LikewiseI’mnottryingtoexplain
every possible reason for students not to show their faces on camera. What 
interests me are the reasons that might lie in the existing and newly facilitated 
infrastructures of the university itself. Setting up rules for class is important 
andshapesthedirectionforwhatwillhappenfortherestofthesemester,
how to work and how to play together. But already before individual rules can 
beestablished,studentsentertheclassroomwiththeirownexpectations,
fears,anddesires.

It’sacrucialmoment,whichisparticularlystronginthefirstsessionofa
semester,andevenstrongerwithfreshmenstudents.WolfWagnerexplores
thespecialconnectionbetweenthefaceandthestatusoffirstsemester
studentsatGermanuniversitiesinwhathecallsthefearofthe“smartface”:
“Afacethatdoesn’tshowitsfear,butcoversitupbyanemphasizednatural,
relaxedandconfidentdemeanor”5(Wagner2007,66).Wagnerdescribesthe
finedetailsandmicrogesturesofstudentswhentheyenteraclassroomfull
of other people they don’t know. It’s an anatomy of the process of projection 
in which the individual student’s fear of failure manifests itself in the faces 
oftheotherstudents,whothereforeappearascarriersofall“objectified
requirementsoftheuniversitysystem”(Wagner2007,66).The“smartface”
becomesoperationalizedandisappropriatedasabluffingbehaviorthat
serves the purpose of navigating the very same system. It’s not only a ques-
tionofposeorappearance,butabluffthatconsistsofawidevarietyofdif-
ferentexpressions,especiallyinwritingandspeech.

Just like when an uncertain hand in poker should appear better than it 
reallyis,thescholarmakeshimorherselfappearalittlebetter,smarter,
morewell-read,moreknowledgeable,andmoreprofoundthanheorshe

4 Also: “Why won’t the students show themselves? Hoppe can only guess: … She also sus-
pectsthatsometimesthereisactuallynoonesittingbehindtheblackscreens”(Wiarda
2020,35–36,mytranslation);“Eventhoughtheyhavebeensocializedwithdigitalmedia,
studentsturnofftheircamerasinvideoconferenceseminars.Why?”(Kirchmeier2020,
my translation).

5 Wagnerreasonsthat—whilethereisarroganceinotheruniversitysystems(hedis-
cussestheUSAandEnglandinmoredetail)—thebluffisparticulartoGermanuniver-
sities because of their devaluation of teaching in academic performance reviews. He 
characterizes it as a university system than overvalues research reputation while almost 
completelyneglectingteachingperformance(seeWagner2007,92–96).
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reallyis.Ithappensoutofreflexthathasbeenrehearsedmorethana
thousandtimes….(Wagner2007,55)

Whilethesetypesofbluffingappearinasimilarformineverydaylife,they
become more nuanced and integral in the university context. Almost every-
thingintheacademyhastodowithcommunication,yetthebluffactively
impairsit.Sincefreshmenhavefewercardstodrawfrom,theirbluffingis
moresevere,andriskiertopulloff.Butlearningtobluff,howandwhentoput
ona“smartface,”isalsoanexpressionofattaineduniversitymembership
within the German context. It ’s a tacit knowledge that has nothing to do with 
thecontentofyourstudies.Bravestudentsthathavelesstroublebluffing
learned“behaviorinsteadofcontent”(Wagner2007,67),behaviorthatis
part of an invisible curriculum. “The result is mutual isolation that appears as 
arrogance”(Wagner1973,61).

Thegriddedvideoconferenceclassroomsaskforadifferentmodeof
perception and participation in which every articulation is mediated.6 In an all-
digitallearningenvironment,everythingseemstobereadilyavailableatone’s
fingertips.Butinfrastructuresareparadoxical(seeStar1999,386–87),anda
seemingly straightforward task can turn into an array of little steps that are 
scatteredindifferentdigitalplacesandneedtheirownapproachthatranges
fromseparatelog-instodedicatedstreamingwebsites,followingextralinks
thataccommodateanunusuallylargefile,organizingthedigitalliteratureand
material,writingemailsandtextstostayintouchwiththeteachers,withother
students,etc.Thevisiblearticulationisonlypossiblebecauseofasecond
invisible layer.

Theotheristheprocessofassemblage,thedelicate,complexweaving
togetherofdesktopresources,organizationalroutines,runningmemory
ofcomplicatedtaskqueues…,andallmannerofarticulationworkper-
formedinvisiblybytheuser.(Star1999,386–87)

Theseinvisibletasksnotonlysurroundtheonlineclasses,theyarepart
ofthemaswellandareputintopracticethroughcountlessclicks:muting,
unmuting,screen-sharing,switchingbetweenthegrid-viewandthespeaker’s
view,settingupsmallergroupsfordiscussion,openingandclosingthechat
window,switchingbetweenpdfsandthewindowofthevideoconference.
Click,click,click,click,click.

Ataphenomenologicallevel,whathashappenedisthattheseslight
impedimentshavebecomemagnifiedintheflowoftheworkprocess.An

6 “Inordertoexist,theirorganicbodiesarehiddenbehindanindefiniteseriesofsemio-
technicalmediations,anarrayofcyberneticprosthesesthatworklikedigitalmasks:
emailaddresses,Facebook,Instagram,Zoom,andSkypeaccounts.Theyarenotphysical
agentsbutrathertele-producers…”(Preciado2020).
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extrakeyboardstrokemightaswellbeanextra10pushups.(Star1999,
386)

The impediments that cannot be pictured form an additional barrier to 
the not-so-brave student. Membership in the digital learning environment 
becomesevenhardertoattainforsomestudents,thereforethefeelingof
beinginthefirstsemesteralloveragain.Itmightnotbeenoughtomake
senseofeverystudentthatdecidesnottoshowtheirfaceinanonlineclass,
but it further complicates the possible motivations or rather demotivations 
brought by the shift to online teaching. To characterize the situation as a 
symptomoftheoverallalienationofageneration(seeKirchmeier2020)is
misguided,sinceitblanksoutthedifferentmembershipstatusesofallthe
people involved and overvalues the importance of the classroom in contrast 
totherestofcampuslife.Thedifferenceinperceptionisalsocausedbythe
forgetting7:

Forthematureresearcher,itiseasytoforgetthebarriersandblockages
thatthenewcomerfaces;ascommunitiesofpracticeconvergewithwider-
scaleinformationsystems,thecategoriescometoseementirelynatural
ratherthannegotiated.(Star,Bowker,andNeumann2003,251)

When the process of seeing oneself in another light is mandatory to obtain 
membershipstatusatuniversity,itcouldbeagoodexercisetoimagineone-
self as outside of it from time to time.
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Let’s Go to Oberhausen! 
Some Notes on an Online 
Film Festival Experience 

Wanda Strauven

This short essay reflects on the different spatio-
temporal layers of “going” to an online film festival 
during the COVID-19 lockdown. Particularly, it looks at 
the case of the 66th edition of the International Short 
Film Festival Oberhausen, which made its competition 
and other programs accessible in blocks, each for 48 
hours. Furthermore, it illustrates the concept of “con-
nected asynchronicity” by discussing the censorship 
of an archival film that had first been made available 
(and viewable). 
 
DuringtheCOVID-19lockdown,thenotionof“virtual”experiencecametobe
the new norm of life: from virtual meetings with your best friends to virtual 
museumvisits,conferences,roundtables,andfilmfestivals.The“virtual”did
(andstilldoes)notstandinoppositiontothereal,buttothefactthattheonly
realhappened(andstillhappens)online.Inthisessay,Iwillbrieflyreflecton
myfirstexperienceof“going”totheonlinefilmfestival.Idonotwanttomake
predictionsaboutthefuturebyassumingthatthiswillbethe“newnormal.”
Thescopeismerelytoreflectonhowthisspecificexperienceaffectedmeasa
scholarandasaperson,inasituationofverystrictconfinement,whileliving
inItaly,wherethefirst-wavelockdown(fromearlyMarchtoearlyJune2020)
was heavily regulated. 

  (SELF-)CENSORSHIP  
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Iattendedtheonlineversionofthe66th edition of the International Short 
FilmFestivalOberhausen(13–18May2020)aspartofanMAcourseonfilm
archiving and festival programming that I was co-teaching with Marc Siegel at 
JohannesGutenbergUniversityMainz.Originally,wehadplannedaphysical
excursionor“fieldtrip”toOberhausenforourstudents,butwewereforced
torevisethecourseconceptduetotheCOVID-19lockdown.Whenthefestival
announcedthattheywouldgoonline,showingnotonlythecompetitionpro-
grams,butalsotheselectionsmadebyarchivesanddistributors,wedecided
totakethestudentsonthis,forustoo,newadventure.

Apersonalcodeinlieuofafestivalpassprovidedaccesstoaround350short
films,talks,andpresentations,inadditiontoliveDJsetseverynight.Among
thevariousprograms,whichwereuploadedinblocksaccordingtoaprecise
scheduleandremainedaccessiblefor48hourseach,wepreselectedforour
studentsacoupleofcompetitionprograms,thearchiveprograms(curated,
forthisyear’sedition,bytheRussianCYLANDvideoarchiveandthePolish
FundacjaArton),theDutchEYEpresentationofHenriPlaat,andtheAustrian
sixfilmpackdistributionselection.Besidesthiscompulsoryviewing,students
werefreetonavigatethroughalltheprogramsandfilmsonoffer.

However,notalltheprogramsofthe66theditionofKurzfilmtageOberhausen
weremadeavailableonline.Theconceptsofthe“ConditionalCinema”and
“Labs”sections,forinstance,werenotcompatiblewiththenewCOVID-19
lockdownformat,duetotheiremphasisonandcelebrationof“live”perform-
anceandprojection.The“Labs”section,curatedbyVassilyBourikas,isall
abouttheexperienceofwatchinghandmadephotochemicalfilmsasmaterial
artifacts,asfilmstripsrunningthroughaprojector.Thisremindsusofthe
factthatanalogcinemahasadifferentkindoftemporality,dependingon
thesequentialityofthefilmframes,oncedefinedbyGarrettStewartasthe
“mechanicalframetimeofthetrack”(2007,127).Freedfromthelineartrans-
portationofthecelluloidstrip,digitalcinemaisinthissensemoreaptfor,
ormoreakinto,onlineviewingpractices.Theabsenceof“Labs”atthe66th 
editionofKurzfilmtageOberhausenis,forsure,tobereadasastatement,asa
rejectionofconverting16mmfilmsintodigitalfiles,inordertostaytruetothe
section’soriginalaim,whichis,however,nottofetishizecelluloid,butrather
“tomaintaintheavailabilityofdifferentformsofcinema,nottoprivilegeone
overanother”(Rapfogel2018).

Thevarietyofdifferentformsofcinemawasindeedannulled,atleast
inmaterialterms,bytheonlineplatformthatpresentedeachfilmasan
individuallyclickableitem,albeitwithapredeterminedpositioninapro-
gram.Viewerswerenot“forced”tositthroughanentireprogram,butcould
easilyjumpfrom(within)onehorizontalprogramstriptothenext,aslongas
theyweresimultaneouslyavailableontheplatform.Deceptively,thetypical
anxiety about missing out on the gems of the festival ebbed away thanks 
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tothe“flexibilityofinternettime”(Otto2015),whichunderliesthedifferent
temporality of digitally streamed cinema. Viewers experienced a great sense 
offreedom,sincetheycouldnotonlyinterruptandrestarttheirviewing
whenevertheywanted,butalsogobackandforthinaspecificprogram,
watchcertainscenesorentireshortfilmsagain,freezetheimage,etcetera.
Thisflexibilityalsoledtoimpatienceamongsomeofourstudents,whofound
themselvesskippingthemore“boring”partsoftheprogram.

Notexactly24/7butrather48/2(thatis,48-hourprogramavailabilityspread
overtwofulldaysincludingnighttime),thefestivalbecameaformof“non-
stopworksite,”whichwastosomeextent(atleastwithinthecontextofthe
strictly regulated Italian lockdown) comparable to an “always open shopping 
mallofinfinitechoices,tasks,selections,anddigressions”(Crary2014,17).This
24/7logicofsleeplessnesshadtobecombinedwithsomeformof“normal”
familylife,whichformemadeitpersonallyquitechallengingandexhausting,
verydifferentfrompreviousfilmfestivalvisits,duringwhichIusuallyputall
other (daily) activities on hold. Yet the simultaneous running of private and 
professional“timetables”alsohaditscharms.Iespeciallyenjoyedsharingthe
highlightsoftheChildren’sFilmCompetitionprograms,whichIfollowedoutof
interestformyongoingresearchonchildrenandmedia,withmy12-year-old
daughterwhosegenuinereactionstothetouchingshortfilmsIcouldmore
easilyobserve(andanticipate),asitwasarepeatedviewingformyself.1 I made 
anexceptionfortheChildren’sFilmCompetition3+,whichwewatcheddirectly
together and both loved. It was a nice surprise to discover afterwards that our 
favorite,The Shoe of a Little GirlbyKedarShrestha,wasawarded.2 

Halfwaythroughthefestival,wemetwiththestudentsinavirtualroom
in order to exchange ideas and experiences. This is how we found out that 
ourasynchronousviewingsactuallyled,atleastinonespecificcase,tothe
reception/consumption of altered content. For the CYLAND video archive 
hadtakenthedrasticdecisiontoremoveoneoftheirfilmsonthegrounds
ofrecenthomophobicaccusationsagainstthefilmmaker.WhileIwasableto
watchthevideoartperformancefilminquestion—New Icarus(1991)byEdward
Shelganov—before the act of curatorial self-censorship took place and as 
suchexperiencedtheprogramasa1990sframingofmorerecentwork(fig.1),

1 Thisdiscrepancybetweenourviewingexperienceswasthemost“effective”inrespectto
the Dutch short En routebyMaritWeerheijm,whichfollowstwochildrenandtheirfather
onanearlymorningtriptothecity.Onlyattheveryenddoestheviewer,togetherwith
theyoungfemaleprotagonist,realizethattheyareapoorfamilyrelyingonaidfromthe
foodbank,whichisthedestinationoftheirtrip.

2 ThisNepaleseshortisabouta5-year-oldgirlwhoalwayswearshershoesthewrong
way,mixingupleftandright,untilshefindsaninventivewaytoremember:drawinga
black dot on her left shoe at the same spot where she has a birthmark on her left foot.
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othersonlygottoseethe“Statement”byfestivaldirectorLarsHenrikGass
(fig.2).3 

[Figure1]ScreenshotofNew Icarus(1991)byEdwardShelganov

[Figure2]Screenshotof“Statement”bytheOberhausenfestivaldirector4 

RegardingtheQ&AwithCYLANDcuratorVictoriaIlyushkinawewereequally
outofsynch,mainlybecausenotallofushadunderstoodthatthediscussion
couldbefollowed“live”onadifferentplatform,separatefromtheprogram
streaming.Inotherwords,oursimultaneousdigitalconnectivitybrought

3 TheCYLANDprogramopenedwithNestlings of the Sea (BorisKazakov),a1996experi-
mentofdrawingandscratchingonoldarchivefilms,followedbythreevideosfromthe
last decade: Formal Portrait(PolinaKanis,2014),Horizon(SidIandovkaandAnyaTsyrlina,
2019),andThe Sun Monopoly(DimitriLurie,2018).

4 Thefullstatementcanbefoundathttps://www.facebook.com/kurzfilmtage/
posts/10158715466976807.

https://www.facebook.com/kurzfilmtage/posts/10158715466976807
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aboutamultiplicityoftemporalexperiences,notonlyquantitativelybutalso
qualitativelydifferentiable.PickingupRobertHassan’snotionof“connected
asynchronicity,”onecouldsaywewereallformingourowntimesthroughthe
“juxtapositionofasynchronousspaces”(Otto2015,91);moregenerally,we
werejustexperiencinghowthe“timeoftheclock”wasunderminedanddis-
placedbytheinternetornetworktime(Hassan2007,51).

Thecollectiveviewingexperienceandsocialinteraction,sotypicalofon-
sitefilmfestivals,iswhatweallmissedthemost.Yet,despitethedisparity
andfragmentationofourdifferenttimes,therewasstillacommunalfeeling
ofknowingnessthat“weareallinthistogether”—notonlythisnewonline
mediaadventure,butalsotheglobalCOVID-19confinement.Inthissense,it
was quite appropriate that the Grand Prize of the City of Oberhausen went to 
BarbaraHammer’sDuneshackmaterial,filmedduringaresidencyinsolitude
without water or electricity and revisited twenty years later by Lynne Sachs: A 
Month of Single Frames(2019).Forthispoeticfilminscribestheaudiencevery
literallywithinitsimages:“Youarealone./Iamherewithyouinthisfilm./
Thereareothersherewithus./Wearealltogether.”
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This Is Our Night:  
Eurovision Again  
and Liveness  
through Archives 

Abby S . Waysdorf

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, there was no Euro-
vision Song Contest for the first time in 65 years. For 
fans of the contest, this was distressing, at a time 
when life was distressing enough. Without the live 
event to watch and comment on, how could they par-
ticipate in their fandom and connect with fellow fans? 
In this essay, I look at how the fan initiative Euro-
vision Again works to solve this problem by recreating 
the experience of live viewing through the use of 
archives. Throughout the lockdown, Eurovision Again 
has chosen a “classic” Eurovision Grand Final for a Sat-
urday night viewing, complete with Twitter hashtag 
and voting. I argue that in combining the “shared 
social reality” of live viewing with the shared culture 
of archives, Eurovision Again serves to sustain and 
reinforce a “Eurofan” identity while providing a break 
from the anxiety of everyday pandemic life.
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The 65th Eurovision Song Contest was to be held on May 16, 2020. As “Europe’s 
favorite television show,” the contest has been a fixture on screens across and 
outside of the continent for decades, with a set schedule of national finals and 
pre-contest events leading up to it. The Grand Final is met with an explosion of 
attention as the continent watches (and comments). 

All of this was underway when the COVID-19 pandemic hit Europe in March 
2020. Within a short period, the pre-contest events were cancelled, the pro-
motional tours stopped, and then, finally, the contest itself was called off. For 
the first time in 65 years, there would be no Eurovision. 

Eurovision was not the only media event to be postponed. COVID-19 has 
wreaked havoc on the television schedule. Live events are an important 
structuring element of contemporary media life. What happens when they 
disappear?

For Eurovision fans, the answer was to recreate the experience with archives. 
Eurovision Again, developed by British journalist and Eurovision fan Rob 
Holley, selects a previous Grand Final for viewing at a set time on Saturday 
nights, followed along via a Twitter hashtag. (Post-lockdown, it has shifted 
from a weekly to a monthly event.) Originally set up as a fan initiative, Euro-
vision itself has become involved, hosting the livestream on its YouTube 
channel and using its archivists to put together full versions of shows that are 
not easily accessible. There may have not been a Eurovision 2020 to participate 
in, but for much of the lockdown, there has been a Eurovision—and one that 
is seen as by and for the fans, rather than the general audience that also 
watches the regular version. 

In this essay, I will be exploring Eurovision Again. I argue here that in 
combining a form of “liveness” with archival material, it helps to sustain and 
enforce a “Eurofan” identity by both creating a specific public through the 
livestreams and encouraging increased engagement with (selected) Eurovision 
history. This serves as a way to “escape” from the pandemic, if just for a night, 
and keep the Eurofan identity alive in the absence of its structuring event.

The Live Event
The Eurovision Song Contest is just what it sounds like—a (televised) song 
competition, where every country in a loose definition of Europe can send a 
song and a performer. From its early versions as a short bit of light entertain-
ment, participated in by a handful of western European countries, Eurovision 
has evolved into a week-long mega-event, broadcast across the continent and 
world. The Rotterdam edition would have hosted 41 performing countries 
and thousands of fans, coming not just to cheer on their own country, but to 
generally appreciate the contest and the fan community that has been built 
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up in recent years. It would have been broadcast to over 180 million people, 
mainly via the European public broadcasters that make up the sponsoring 
European Broadcasting Union, but also through official livestreams that bring 
the contest to a worldwide audience. 

In its 65th year, Eurovision is a media institution—a quintessential “media 
event” as described by Dayan and Katz (1992). It is scheduled and anticipated, 
but outside of normal broadcasting—an interruption, made all the more 
special for how it disrupts the normal flow of media life. Dayan and Katz 
compare these events to holidays, in that they are disruptive, but pleasantly 
so. They promise a break from everyday life, a time for celebration, and 
particularly, a time for celebration with others. People gather together to 
watch media events, and in doing so, join spiritually with others who are doing 
the same thing. They disturb the normal atomization of media, in which every 
household is watching something different, and instead make people “aware 
of all the other homes in which the same thing is taking place at the same 
time” (Dayan and Katz 1992, 131). While “normal” media consumption is dis-
persed and atomized, media events bring people together to view the same 
thing at the same time. 

This “at the same time” is the crucial point of a media event, and what makes it 
different from just a popular program. A media event is an event that is viewed 
“live” on television. The promise of live media, and especially live audiovisual 
media, is that we can experience important events as they happen, regardless 
of where we physically are, at the same time as others who also agree on its 
importance. It is this dual connection that Couldry stresses when talking about 
live transmission as a ritual category of media—it “guarantees a potential 
connection to our shared social realities as they are happening” (2003, 96–97). 
The connection is both to the event and to the broader society that makes 
the event meaningful and worth experiencing in the moment. As Couldry 
points out, “‘liveness’ naturalizes the idea that, through the media, we achieve 
a shared attention to the realities that matter to us as a society” (2003, 99). 
Without this connection to others, liveness as an idea is less valuable. 

While Dayan and Katz saw the connection made between members of the 
public through televised events as imagined, as one could only react to the 
celebrants in your immediate vicinity, social media has made this explicit by 
showing how others are reacting and making it possible to respond directly to 
them. As van Es (2017) discusses, television increasingly “enhances” its liveness 
through the direct connections of social media. During a media event, the 
imagined other celebrants become very real. This is especially true for Twitter, 
which, even compared to other social media, emphasizes its up-to-date con-
nectivity and facilitates it through a constantly refreshing feed and clickable 
hashtags that collect tweets about subjects in one place. Commenting on 
Twitter (and to some extent other social media) during a major media event 
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is therefore an important way of connecting to others. In a time when media 
consumption is even more atomized than when Dayan and Katz were writing 
due to on-demand media streaming, the rare moments of connectivity 
through a live event are even more valuable.

This idea of celebratory, connected liveness is at the heart of the Euro-
vision experience. Couldry’s reading of Dayan and Katz’s original concept 
emphasizes that media events are “times when large societies are ‘together,’ 
but when this togetherness is experienced as something positive” (2003, 
62). Eurovision is quite explicit about this being a goal, stressing its ability to 
bring the disparate cultures of Europe together, at the same time, in common 
celebration. As a media event, it embraces festival and holiday qualities rather 
than sacredness and solemnity. 

Dayan and Katz tend to emphasize the top-down nature of media events, 
stressing their connection to a society’s elite center and celebrating its main-
stream values, but with Eurovision, the situation is different. While conceived 
of as a classic contest between nations, fans of the contest have given it other 
meanings. Its fan culture is less concerned with the nationalistic clash as it is 
with the entertainment value of each entry and the joyous togetherness of the 
event itself. 

It has also been widely adopted as a gay and queer event (Baker 2017; Halliwell 
2018). Gathering for Eurovision, both online and offline, has taken on this iden-
tity. The ideal of Eurovision fandom is not that of opposing nations asserting 
their superiority, but of marginalized groups coming together to celebrate 
through music and spectacle. The connection is not with the center, but with 
other members of the outside. Its break from the everyday is a break from 
everyday oppression. However, this still happens within the framework of a 
major media event that “everyone” is watching. There are few other events 
that so entwine the mainstream and the marginalized. 

It is this that was missed with the unprecedented cancellation of the con-
test. Silverstone (1994) and Coman (2008) stress the ontological security that 
comes with reoccurring media events, in knowing that this celebration will 
be repeated yearly. For Eurovision fans, this means connection with other 
marginalized people, both in-person and electronically, will be provided 
through the long-standing structure of the contest. The moments of recon-
nection were greatly anticipated. As one travelling Eurovision fan put it, “it ’s 
the one time of year we see our family from Europe and abroad.” (Segalov 
2020) The pandemic abruptly cancelled this just as it was beginning for the 
new year. 

Alongside all the other COVID-19 interruptions, this caused considerable 
distress among fans. Eurovision was a constant, having endured longer than 
most of its fans were alive. Its late cancellation, coming after much of its 
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preliminaries had been completed and fans were eagerly anticipating the con-
test itself, was the confirmation that the pandemic was serious and worrying. 
At the same time, the cancellation removed one of the major support systems 
that fans had to turn to—the contest itself, and the coming-together that the 
contest provides, both through media and in person. When fans most needed 
the togetherness and ontological security of this media event, it was taken 
away. 

Archives and Eurofandom
“Watch in sync. Tweet along. Vote for your hero, that’s what you must do.” 
This is how Eurovision Again explains itself. It goes like this: every Saturday at 
7:45 PM BST a new “classic” Eurovision grand final is revealed as this week’s 
show. Fifteen minutes later, it begins. Viewers are encouraged to tweet along 
with the hashtag #EurovisionAgain, and to vote on a polling website once the 
songs have finished. It has clear appeal—the official Twitter account, begun in 
March 2020, now has over ten thousand followers, tweets using the hashtag 
(or related terms) are regularly in the tens of thousands, and Eurovision itself 
has begun to provide assistance, helping to source (and in some cases, put 
together) previous contests and airing the stream from its official YouTube 
account in order to better synchronize viewers.   

Essentially, it reproduces the experience of watching Eurovision on television, 
complete with reactions from others and the ranking of favorites. In doing 
this, Eurovision Again aims to recreate the celebratory liveness of Eurovision, 
at a time when fans feel like they need it most. While the contest itself, and all 
its attendant celebrations, are cancelled, fans can still come together through 
social media and act as they would without the pandemic.

Indeed, escapism and positivity are the main tones of Eurovision Again. Those 
who participate do not want to be reminded that the contest was cancelled 
and that the world is experiencing a global pandemic. They want the disrup-
tion from the everyday that Eurovision has always represented. In watching 
Eurovision, again, the idea is that the joyous togetherness of the media event 
is also reexperienced, at a time when this is most needed. If the everyday is 
anxiety and fear, Eurovision provides a break. 

However, there is one crucial difference. Rather than the eternal present of the 
main contest, Eurovision Again orients itself towards the past. 

Media events have a complex relationship with the past. Dayan and Katz 
discuss how an event that finishes immediately loses some of its aura and 
meaning as it finishes and we must return to everyday life, the event “a record 
in the archives.” (1992, 106) At the same time, media events become “mne-
monics for organizing personal and historical time.” (1992, 212) Media events 
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shape the way in which we remember our lives, defining both personal and 
collective memories of an era. 

Both of these uses of the past are present in the liveness of Eurovision Again. 
The livestreams are given an introduction by historian Catherine Baker, who 
puts the contest about to be viewed in historical and cultural context. During 
the livestream, viewers not only react to what they’re seeing, but what they 
remember about seeing it for the first time—how they felt as youth for older 
contests, memories of being there for newer ones. Photographs of trips to 
Lisbon or Copenhagen are shared, with recollections of what it was “really like” 
on the ground and how that compares to watching now. While it is, of course, 
possible to remember without the impetus of the livestream, watching it with 
others brings the connectivity of liveness to memory. Not only the contest, but 
the memory of the contest, is experienced with others. For those who don’t 
have an existing memory of the contest being viewed, they can connect to the 
memories of others and gain a better understanding of Eurovision’s past.

In this, Eurovision Again works to sustain and foster a distinct “Eurofan” 
identity, distinct from the general viewership of the main contest. A sense of 
shared history and heritage is an important part of any group identity. Having 
a shared sense of the past, and what this past means, is crucial in “securing a 
sense of togetherness and cultural solidarity” (McDowell 2008, 41). While this 
has largely been theorized in terms of national and ethnic identity, in the con-
temporary era, it is not only national and ethnic identities that matter. Many 
find equal value in popular-culture based identities—fandoms. 

Here, too, a sense of history is important. De Kosnik argues that “archives 
provide this connection through giving members of a community a sense 
of shared culture” (2016, 124). Access to the shared past facilitates a shared 
identity, which, as De Kosnik argues, is especially critical for fandom as it is 
generally chosen, rather than “innate.” Establishing a shared culture through 
use of the past and access to historical records of an identity establishes it as 
legitimate.

For Eurovision fans, knowledge of history is also crucial in distinguishing 
“Eurofans” from general Eurovision viewers. While the general public watches 
Eurovision as it airs, Eurofans pride themselves on deeper engagement—
knowing more about the artists and songs before the show and, increasingly, 
knowledge of past contests. Interest in Eurovision’s past, as well as its present, 
is a key marker of being a Eurofan. 

Eurovision Again is both created by and marketed to such fans. Even knowing 
about, much less participating in, Eurovision Again requires a certain amount 
of awareness of broader Eurofandom. This means that Eurovision is remem-
bered in a particular way. Archives are structures of power (Schwartz and 
Cook, 2002), shaping memory in specific ways. In selecting and displaying 
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certain contests and not others, narratives about what Eurovisions were 
important to the Eurofan identity are created—these are the contests to 
remember and/or learn about. The casual queerness of Eurovision and 
Eurovision fandom are also reinforced, both by the organizers, who solicit 
donations for LGBT charities with each livestream, and by the audience, who 
make reference to their own and others’ assumed queerness. Accepting this 
is part of Eurofandom. The kinds of songs and moments—campy, energetic, 
queer-friendly—that are celebrated by this audience become the way of 
remembering Eurovision. Eurovision Again did not create this way of reading 
and appreciating Eurovision, but it does enforce it through its selection of con-
tests and voting process.

In this, it both complements and separates from the general remembering 
that is part of the Eurovision broadcast, which also seeks to use the power 
of memory and reminiscence in its stated goal of bringing Europe together. 
However, that the official Eurovision broadcast is institutional puts limits on 
it that a fan organization does not have. Eurovision’s official response to the 
cancellation of the contest, the special Europe Shine A Light, needed to take 
a more solemn approach to Eurovision’s history and the particular moment 
of the pandemic. It reflected on the cancellation as a trauma that needed 
addressing and used Eurovision’s history to do so.    

Eurovision Again has no such institutional demands. While increasingly 
embraced by Eurovision—a subject for another paper—it stands outside of its 
official commemorative culture. Rather, it is a way for Eurofans to experience 
the fun and connectivity of a Eurovision broadcast at a time when collective 
levity is hard to come by. Its point is to have fun and recall better times. Euro-
vision Again is not about mourning Eurovision, but celebrating it. 

In this, the potential threat to the ontological security of Eurovision fandom—
the cancellation of the media event that it is based around—is mitigated. 
Fans can recreate at least one of the experiences around Eurovision, while, 
at the same time, reinforcing their fandom through gaining (or remembering) 
knowledge about the fan object through the use of archives. At a time when 
non-mediated connectivity is disrupted, as well as anxiety-provoking, Euro-
vision Again provides at least a bit of connection to (accepting) others and 
happier times.

Conclusion
What happens when live events are cancelled or postponed by the COVID-
19 crisis? For fans of the Eurovision Song Contest, the answer is a turn to 
archives. In reproducing the live viewing experience with archival footage, 
the promise of liveness—a shared social reality—is combined with a sense of 
shared history. This shared history helps to sustain and reinforce a “Eurofan” 
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identity at a time when fans were missing this connectivity most keenly. It 
must be noted that it was not the only initiative created for Eurofans to come 
together, as national fan clubs and broadcasters held “alternative” contests, 
Eurovision hosted “home concerts” with artists, and fans continued to com-
municate online with each other. However, the combination of liveness—of a 
large amount of fellow fans participating at the same time—and archives—of 
remembering the event in a specific way—is unique. Through it, the loss of 
the contest, while keenly felt, is mitigated. Watching Eurovision Again is not 
the same as watching a new Eurovision Song Contest, but it does remind fans 
of why they like Eurovision in the first place. It provides an escape from the 
anxieties of everyday pandemic life and ensures that Eurovision fandom, while 
disrupted, is not forgotten. 
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More than You Bargained 
for: Care, Community, 
and Sexual Expression 
through Queer Women’s 
Dating Apps during the 
COVID-19 Pandemic 

Stefanie Duguay

The COVID-19 pandemic raises questions about the 
safety and relevance of location-based dating apps 
in light of physical distancing guidelines. This essay 
draws on research into dating apps’ responses to the 
pandemic to share preliminary findings about how 
apps for queer women, in particular, are re-construct-
ing their meaning, use, and services. The apps Her and 
Lex have taken steps to position their technologies as 
facilitating self-care and the care of others, enabling 
community and political dialogue, and allowing for 
responsible sexual expression. However, these aims 
are shaped by, and often in tension with, dating apps’ 
business models and the broader commercialization 
of health and wellbeing by digital technologies. None-
theless, such apps can serve as digital queer alcoves, 
offering new possibilities for connecting people during 
times of crisis. 
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“…s’en tenir à un ou une conjointe seulement.” Quebec’s Premier François 
Legault responded to a question about dating during a COVID-19 press con-
ference in April 2020. English media outlets translated this as, “Stick to one 
partner only” (Moore 2020). The province’s National Director of Public Health, 
Dr. Horacio Arruda, agreed: “Oui, oui, disons que la monogamie est préférable 
à ce temps-ci,” confirming jokingly that monogamy is preferable at this time. 
This was not the only instance of governments and health officials attending 
to questions of partner-seeking during the pandemic. Newfoundland’s health 
minister warned, “If you use Tinder and Grindr and you swipe right, you might 
get more than you bargained for” (Belmonte 2020). With officials asking people 
to remain mostly at home and stay two meters apart in public, the proximity 
and interpersonal contact associated with dating raises red flags in light of 
attempts to contain the virus. 

Thus, the COVID-19 pandemic presents several challenges for dating apps, as 
mobile technologies used to facilitate romantic and sexual encounters. Dating 
apps are designed to catalyze in-person interactions among nearby others. 
They harness smartphones’ geolocational capacities to organize users and 
their activities according to proximity. Further, their use is intertwined with 
mobility, granting the freedom to browse partners across city landscapes 
and arrange spontaneous face-to-face encounters. When meeting in-person 
suddenly becomes a dangerous act, these apps’ mandates, features, designs, 
and business models are called into question. App companies run the risk 
of being perceived as facilitating virus transmission, and users disbanding 
without the promise of potential in-person encounters. 

Queer Dating in Pandemic Times
This essay outlines themes I observed in the responses of two dating apps for 
queer women to the COVID-19 pandemic. Although apps like Tinder and Grindr 
are well known for targeting large user bases, heterosexuals and men seeking 
men respectively, less familiar apps cater to a niche of women seeking women 
as well as transgender and non-binary users. One such app, Her, originally 
launched in 2013 as the lesbian dating app Dattch, has been embedded in 
start-up culture and sustained by venture capital, reinforcing its focus on 
a narrow lesbian market instantiated in the app’s “aesthetic of white fem-
ininity” (Murray and Ankerson 2016). However, Her has undergone substantial 
rebranding in recent years to open its user base to a broader, yet undefined 
category of “queer womxn.” Her reports uptake by four million women world-
wide (Apple Inc. 2020a) and includes swipe-based profile browsing, similar to 
Tinder, with an emphasis on visual content. 

In contrast, Lex is a text-based app modelled after print media personal 
ads (Apple Inc. 2020b). Originating as an Instagram account circulating user 
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submissions, the standalone app launched in 2019, allowing users to submit 
and respond to personal ads and, optionally, link an Instagram account to sup-
plement ads with images. Lex is crowdfunded and its userbase is specified in 
Apple’s app store as “womxn, trans, genderqueer, intersex, two spirit and non-
binary” people. While it also adopts the fluid but nebulous term “womxn,” the 
further specification provides a sense of inclusivity toward a range of users. 

As global response to COVID-19 began to mount in 2020, I worked collabora-
tively with other scholars to collect dating apps’ press releases, blog posts, 
and social media while conducting non-participant observation of in-app 
messages and design changes from March until June. The following sections 
describe findings from a preliminary thematic analysis of these materials and 
discuss the bargains inherent in these different apps stepping into roles that 
appear to support forms of care, community, and sexual expression during 
crisis. 

Discourses of Care 
Following suit with other dating apps, Her and Lex circulated in-app messages 
advising users to change their behavior in light of COVID-19. Her stated, “Your 
safety is our priority. We recommend to keep things online, for now” while 
suggesting users meet through video calling apps and providing a link to the 
World Health Organization’s website. “We encourage virtual lover + friend 
connections during this potentially isolating time,” noted an in-app message 
on Lex, pinned to the top of the browse screen. These safety warnings were 
paired with further messages and imagery that positioned dating apps not as 
posing a risk but as a means of promoting healthy behaviors while caring for 
oneself and others.

Accordingly, these companies presented their apps as a remedy for social iso-
lation and loneliness. Lex later pinned a message prompting users, “Check on 
all your friends!” while sharing users’ stories on Instagram about connecting 
with each other for support. Her’s Instagram account spotlighted a photo 
documentary series, Queerantine, to share queer people’s stories of resiliency. 
Building on the notion that dating apps are central to connecting socially 
while distancing physically, Her offered a time-limited free trial of its premium 
features while Lex increased the number of posts users could make on the 
app. These changes to features and functionality reflect business-oriented 
decisions, with the capacity to attract more users and activity, as well as 
material reinforcement of discourses about app participation as an expression 
of care.

These app messages and material updates reflect the multiplicity of roles 
that care assumes within neoliberal capitalism. The framing of digital apps on 
individualized devices as mechanisms for self-care is tied to a broader ecology 
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of digital technologies sold as integral to the self-management of health 
(Hobart and Kneese 2020). In this sense, swiping on profiles may be akin to 
other individualized strategies peddled by wellness industries—from bubble 
baths to fad diets—to give a semblance of agency and distract from broader 
structures that constrain individual action. Such structures are steered by 
powerful actors, such as government and health institutions, which provide 
authoritative instruction during crisis that can overlook individualized needs, 
especially the needs of queer and other marginalized people. On the other 
hand, Hobart and Kneese (2020) remind us that care of the self and others can 
serve as a form of survival in light of institutional disregard and neglect. The 
apps’ showcasing of horizontal and grassroots initiatives that provide caring 
bonds and resources in absence of institutional apparatuses for supporting 
queer resilience indeed publicizes and reinforces these more radical forms of 
care. 

Community Support
The notion of dating apps as the solution to pandemic loneliness was fur-
ther reflected in encouragements for users to connect as a community. Her’s 
mobilization of community discourse resonates both with the strategies of 
popular platforms like Facebook and Twitter, which appeal to community to 
promote rule-abiding participation, and the app’s existing approach to bol-
stering engagement by hosting queer events. Her redirected its ambassador 
network, comprised of volunteers and paid individuals who host events in 
urban centers, toward hosting a high volume of gatherings over the video-
conferencing platform Zoom. Although some events were regional and others 
catered to North American time zones, all were free and open for anyone to 
attend. While many events replicated themes of speed dating and nightlife, 
common across Her’s in-person events, the addition of stress management, 
financial education, and wellbeing workshops recognized the strain users 
could be experiencing while also providing individualized solutions (e.g. yoga, 
cooking class) for enacting self-care. 

Coordinating and hosting affective, community-building events involves not 
only the dedication of time and energy but also emotional labor, especially in 
times of crisis. Her’s job postings for paid ambassadors, “City Leads,” indicate 
that these contracted individuals receive 50% of the profits they generate 
from events.1 This raises questions as to whether and how much individuals 
are paid for hosting free, online events when emotional labor (Hochschild 
1983) and immaterial digital labor often go uncompensated ( Jarrett 2015), 
especially in the name of doing good or serving community. 

1  Described in the online application form: https://her.typeform.com/to/rfea2f.
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Alternatively, Lex let users develop their own sense of community, publishing 
user-led initiatives to its Instagram account. These ranged from regional Zoom 
brunches to pen pal systems and the circulation of “mutual aid” resources. 
Lex also highlighted users’ experiences and eff orts to help others through 
an Instagram series called #QueerantineStories. Both apps contributed to 
political discourses and grassroots initiatives, circulating calls of support for 
rent relief as well as aid to local businesses and individuals aff ected by job 
loss. Such eff orts promote decentralized initiatives led by existing com-
munities and not artifi cially grouped under Silicon Valley’s discursive umbrella 
of “community.” They support the kind of longstanding coalitional care work 
organized by groups of queer, feminist, and racialized people (Cohen 2005), 
which draws strength from existing community connections to quickly 
redirect help and resources during crisis. 

Sexual Expression
In a series of Instagram posts with the caption “WE STAN2 ESSENTIAL
WORKERS,” Lex shared users’ posts expressing thanks to essential workers 
and off ering to send nudes as a form of stress relief, bridging the app’s 
community-related communication with an acknowledgement that sexual 
desire endures even in crisis. Both Her and Lex posted content related to sex, 
including Instagram images featuring vibrators, and encouraged masturbation 
as a way to access sexual pleasure without physical contact. Her accentuated 
this message through a Zoom workshop on “Masturbation and Self Love” as 
well as Instagram photos of women in bikinis or underwear captioned “day-
dream material” to help users pass time in quarantine and as inspiration for 
“sending socially distant pics.” Lex circulated user requests for “nude swaps,” 
identifying sexting as a viable means of connecting. 

The apps’ encouragement of sexual activity that respects physical distancing 
recognizes the role of these technologies in facilitating the fulfi llment of sexual 
needs. Such a stance is more realistic than campaigns by apps targeting more 
mainstream audiences, such as Tinder and Match, whose blog posts discussed 
the postponement of physical contact as a means to deepening emotional 
relationships, messaging akin to abstinence-only approaches. This builds on 
mainstream apps’ promotion of heteronormative courtship narratives, where 
marriage is the ultimate success story, to dislodge connotations of immorality 
and risk associated with being perceived as hook-up apps for casual sex 
(Albury 2018). Such contrasting approaches to sexuality refl ect the association 
of apps like Her and Lex with queer histories of digital technologies as useful 
mediators in sexual encounters, especially by men seeking men leading the 
early uptake of mobile media and apps for partner-seeking (Mowlabocus 

2  A term indicating enthusiastic support. 
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2010). Her and Lex helped users to identify modes of solo and partnered 
sexual expression, acknowledging sexuality as part of preserving one’s overall 
health during crisis. 

It is notable, however, that commercial arrangements intertwine with sexual 
content and permissible user activity. Her’s sexual material often included 
product placements and brand sponsorships. Durex sponsored the self-love 
workshop, followed by a blog post recap with prominent placement of the 
brand’s logo and links to product pages. Sexy Instagram posts tagged stores 
selling lingerie and sex toys. While this accords with Her’s frequent product 
placement in its blog and email newsletters, and inclusion of ads in-app, it 
points to the uneasy tension that has long existed between commercialization 
and community-building in queer spaces, including online spaces (Camp-
bell 2007). Commercialization can contribute to the mainstreaming and 
de-politicization of queer communities, reducing them to a market niche, but 
it is also often a necessary means of sustaining queer initiatives. Like many 
apps and platforms, Her carries a dual responsibility to its tech investors and 
users. However, its responsibility to not allow commercial content to crowd 
out community exchange is heighted by the app’s aim to be welcoming for 
sexually and gender diverse “womxn.” Although Lex’s crowdfunded model 
has enabled it to be free from advertising, this raises questions as to how 
long such a model can endure. Further, Lex’s reliance on app stores and its 
connection with Instagram render it unusable as a conduit for the sexts and 
nude exchanges the company supports, with these other businesses imposing 
restrictions that safeguard their ability to profit from pornography-averse 
advertisers and investors. 

Digital Queer Alcoves with Tensions  
Heighted by Crisis 

While monogamy may be preferable in terms of physical contact during the 
pandemic, isolation is not. As these apps play a role in care, community-
building, and supporting sexual expression, their purpose deviates from 
being merely dating apps to serving as alcoves for queer connection and life. 
The diversification of these apps resembles the multiple queer uses of past 
digital technologies, from email to chat rooms and web portals, for forming 
social networks as hubs of overlapping sexual, social, and political action (see 
O’Riordan and Phillips 2007). However, these apps function within existing 
platform ecologies and social, political, and economic structures that raise 
tension with regard to their role in such activities that are vital to the survival 
of often-marginalized people. The embedding of these apps within neoliberal 
capitalist structures means that the kind of care and community-building 
they seek to reinforce may also perpetuate individualized, illusory solutions, 
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initiatives reliant on unpaid and under-recognized labor, and commercial 
interests disguised as sex-positive politics. 

Nonetheless, these apps also have the capacity to support existing initiatives 
of coalitional care. They can provide technological scaffolding for meaningful 
connection and the reinforcement of efforts to address gaps in institutional 
and normative responses to crisis. For this reason, we must hope that such 
digital queer alcoves find ways of sustaining both their operations and their 
diverse communities, as they provide an alternative to the monopoly of main-
stream platforms narrowing our outlets for interpersonal, social, and political 
connection. As their responses to COVID-19 progress, these apps have the 
opportunity to reinforce this shift from a focus on location-constrained dating 
toward serving as digital queer alcoves for restoration, mobilization, and 
thriving both in times of crisis and the everyday.  

This essay reflects elements of a larger research project conducted with 
Dr. David Myles (Affiliate Professor, Université du Québec à Montréal and 
Postdoctoral Researcher, McGill University) and Christopher Dietzel (PhD 
Candidate, McGill University). 

References

Albury, Kath. 2018. “Heterosexual Casual Sex: From Free Love to Tinder.” In The Routledge 
Companion to Media, Sex and Sexuality, edited by Clarissa Smith, Feona Attwood, and Brian 
McNair, 81–90. New York: Routledge.

Apple Inc. 2020a. “Her: Lesbian Dating & Chat App.” Apple Inc. Accessed June 11, 2020. https://
apps.apple.com/gb/app/dattch-lesbian-dating-lesbian/id573328837.

— — —  . 2020b. “Lex: Queer Lovers & Friends.” Apple Inc. Accessed July 31, 2020. https://apps.
apple.com/ca/app/lex-lesbian-queer-dating/id1436964232.

Belmonte, Lisa. 2020. “A Provincial Health Minister’s Tinder and Grindr Warning Is Going 
Viral.” Narcity, April 2. Accessed December 19, 2020. https://www.narcity.com/news/ca/nl/
john-haggie-warning-people-about-using-tinder-and-grindr-is-going-viral.

Campbell, John Edward. 2007. “Virtual Citizens or Dream Consumers: Looking for Civic 
Community on Gay.com.” In Queer Online: Media, Technology and Sexuality, edited by Kate 
O’Riordan and David J. Phillips, 177–96. New York: Peter Lang. 

Cohen, Cathy. 2005. “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens: The Radical Potential of Queer 
Politics.” In Black Queer Studies: A Critical Anthology, edited by E. Patrick Johnson and Mae G. 
Henderson, 21-51. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

Hobart, Hi’ilei Julia Kawehipuaakahaopulani and Tamara Kneese. 2020. “Radical Care: Survival 
Strategies for Uncertain Times.” Social Text 38 (1): 1–16.

Hochschild, Arlie. 1983. “The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling.” Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 

Jarrett, Kylie. 2015. “Feminism, Labour and Digital Media: The Digital Housewife.” New York: 
Routledge.

Moore, Alanna. 2020. “Legault & Dr. Arruda Unfortunately Ask That You Please Be Monogamous  
Right Now.” MTL Blog, April 8. Accessed December 19, 2020. https://www.mtlblog.com/news/ 
canada/qc/government-of-quebec-unfortunately-asks-that-you-please-be-monogamous-
right-now. 

https://apps.apple.com/ca/app/lex-lesbian-queer-dating/id1436964232
https://www.narcity.com/en-ca/news/john-haggie-warning-people-about-using-tinder-and-grindr-is-going-viral
https://www.mtlblog.com/news/canada/qc/government-of-quebec-unfortunately-asks-that-you-please-be-monogamousright-now


312 Pandemic Media

Mowlabocus, Sharif. 2010. “Gaydar Culture: Gay Men, Technology and Embodiment in the Digital 
Age.” Farnham: Ashgate. 

Murray, Sarah, and Megan Sapnar Ankerson. 2016. “Lez Takes Time: Designing Lesbian Contact 
in Geosocial Networking Apps.” Critical Studies in Media Communication 33 (1): 53–69.

O’Riordan, Kate, and David J. Phillips, eds. 2007. Queer Online: Media, Technology and Sexuality. 
New York: Peter Lang. 





  JEAN-PAUL SARTRE  

  PHENOMENOLOGY  

  SERIALITY  

  VIDEOCONFERENCING  



[ 3 2 ]

“Thus isolation is a 
project.” Notes toward 
a Phenomenology of 
Screen-Mediated Life

Shane Denson

The COVID-19 pandemic abruptly shifted the  
parameters of our lives, focusing much of our activity 
onto screens as we communicated with one another 
online. Videoconferencing took on an unprecedented 
importance in many peoples’ daily lives, drawing 
attention to paradoxes of screen-mediated inter-
actions, which serve at once to connect and to iso-
late. This essay foregrounds these paradoxes for the 
purposes of a social and existential phenomenology of 
screen-mediated life.
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[Figure 1] Screenshot of Zoom conversation with Vivian Sobchack, Scott Bukatman, Elizabeth 

Kessler, Karin Denson, and the author (Source: Shane Denson 2020)

“Thus isolation is a project.” I encountered these words again in May 2020—a 
good two months into California’s statewide shelter-in-place order during 
the COVID-19 pandemic but still a week or so before video of George Floyd’s 
brutal murder at the hands of the Minneapolis police would spark tremendous 
protests, bringing millions of people back into the streets across the US and 
around the world. In this fragile, liminal moment I found myself confronted 
with what felt like an illuminating paradox as I repeated the words: “Thus iso-
lation is a project.” 

This sentence, originally published in 1960, appears in the middle of Jean-Paul 
Sartre’s massive Critique of Dialectical Reason (Sartre 2004, 258)—a later work 
in which the philosopher turns from the apparently individualistic, subject-
centric approach of his early existentialism to a more socially oriented project, 
one that is explicitly Marxist in its politics. The book’s central problem can 
be summed up in the question of how the modern subject, existentially free 
and yet structurally and materially alienated, can overcome its isolation and 
establish robust forms of political collectivity that would embrace radical 
freedom for liberatory projects. For Sartre, the problem is that all too often 
we choose not to even attempt this endeavor, instead embracing isolation 
or anonymity as an existential “project” in a social form of bad faith. Under 
conditions of quarantine and social distancing, however, isolation had become 
a different kind of project: one designed to slow the spread of the novel 
coronavirus. There was something paradoxical, if not downright tragic, afoot: 
being “together apart”—despite the prosaic propaganda of such slogans—had 
become an important political project, but a wedge was thereby driven into 



“Thus isolation is a project.” 317

the heart of social reality, complicating the conditions of collectivity by making 
our collective well-being depend precisely on the alienation of social distance 
that Sartre had hoped to overcome.1

Thus, some six decades after Sartre discovered the project of isolation, many 
of us re-discovered it in a new form. We began distancing ourselves physically 
while at the same time accelerating and multiplying the connections we 
made via screens—communicating with one another over Skype, Microsoft 
Teams, Google Meet and Hangouts, and the suddenly omnipresent Zoom. Life 
itself suddenly took place on screen. We held virtual meetings, Zoom-based 
happy hours, video calls with distant friends and family (fig. 1). For academics, 
teaching and advising was abruptly shifted online, much of it taking place in 
the form of videoconferencing. In this new world, the screen both connected 
us and kept us apart, driving home Stanley Cavell’s insight that the screen had 
always led a double existence as both a window and a shield, simultaneously 
extending our perception out into the world while also screening us from the 
world (Cavell 1979)—in this case, serving as a physical barrier, a virtual face 
shield. The multistability of the screen now became even more apparent as we 
found our vision bouncing around between the many faces arrayed in grids 
across our screens, shifting from box to box, frame to frame, peering into 
others’ apartments, and quite often winding up looking at our own faces as if 
in a glitchy digital mirror. Phenomenologically, this also meant that we were 
constantly oscillating between what philosopher of technology Don Ihde calls 
“embodiment relations,” in which we look through the screen as if through a 
window, and “hermeneutic relations,” in which we re-focus our perception 
to look at the screen (Ihde 1990)—for example, when we relax our focus on a 
speaker and scan the screen as a whole to see who’s talking now, alternating 
from figure to ground and back again.2 The screen’s duality, as both com-
munication device and as personal protective equipment, requires rapid shifts 
of focus and attention.3 This new project of isolation, we quickly learned, was 
utterly exhausting.4 

1 “Together Apart” is the title of a New York Times-produced podcast: https://www.
nytimes.com/column/together-apart. Similar slogans, such as “together at a distance” or 
“together at home” (the title of an event organized by Lady Gaga in support of the World 
Health Organization), abounded in the early days and weeks of social distancing and 
foregrounded these paradoxes.

2 For an application of Ihde’s concepts to cinema, see Sobchack 1992. See also Denson 
2020 for an application to digital images.

3 As my references to the screen’s function as “personal protective equipment” or a “vir-
tual face shield” suggest, the screen in question here—at least in the context of the pan-
demic—must be seen in relation also to the face mask and its own oscillations between 
visibility and invisibility, distance and proximity. Both the screen and the mask are at 
the center of simultaneously phenomenological, epidemiological, and sociopolitical 
transformations.

4 A variety of popular articles and op-eds have dealt with the phenomenon of “Zoom 
exhaustion” or “Zoom fatigue.” See, for example, Bailenson 2020; Fosslien and Duffy 

https://www.nytimes.com/column/together-apart
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Nevertheless, safety demanded it, and “thus isolation is a project.” I had 
read this sentence many times before without taking much notice. But now it 
positively jumped out at me while re-reading Sartre’s Critique in preparation 
for a directed reading class with a graduate student—conducted, of course, 
remotely via Zoom. The sentence, previously unobtrusive but now com-
manding all of my attention, itself oscillated like my screen between trans-
parency and opacity and thereby illuminated the screen’s paradoxical role as 
both a condition of and an obstacle to collective life in the present. Sartre’s 
sentence thus raised a crucial question about media, but this was also a ques-
tion about a radical transformation in the function of media in the constitution 
of our experiential and social worlds.

In order to appreciate this transformation, consider the sentence’s original 
context. Sartre is describing a modern city, presumably postwar Paris. He 
suggests that the city is a “medium” rich with agency, the “exigencies” of its 
infrastructure shaping our comportment towards the world and one another 
(Sartre 2004, 257, 187–96). He conjures a mundane scene: people are waiting 
for the bus at a bus stop. 

These people—who may differ greatly in age, sex, class, and social 
milieu—realise, within the ordinariness of everyday life, the relation of 
isolation, of reciprocity and of unification (and massification) from outside 
which is characteristic of, for example, the residents of a big city in so far 
as they are united though not integrated through work, through struggle 
or through any other activity in an organised group common to them all. 
(Sartre 2004, 256) 

In short, the assembled people just happen to be at the same place at the 
same time; they have no common project, though their individual projects 
require that they share a common relation, instrumental in nature, to the 
built environment—in this case, to the bus stop and the bus that they await 
to take them, each individually, where they need to go. Sartre terms this 
loose, anonymous collective a “seriality,” as opposed to a proper “group,” 
which involves a common goal and operates more like a collective subject.5 
In the seriality, individuals are obstacles to one another, not categorically 
different from the dumb materiality of the built environment itself—what 
Sartre calls the “practico-inert” in recognition of the way structures and 
technologies store human praxis, or past living labor, while condensing it into 

2020. The present essay intends to add a phenomenological dimension to such analyses.
5  As examples of the seriality, in addition to the queue at the bus stop (Sartre 2004, 

256–69), Sartre also considers radio broadcasts (270–76) and markets (277–93). In 
Fredric Jameson’s opinion, in his 2004 foreword to the Critique, “the notion of seriality 
developed here is the only philosophically satisfactory theory of public opinion, the 
only genuine philosophy of the media, that anyone has proposed to date” (Sartre 2004, 
xxviii).
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inert objective form.6 In the practico-inert, the active component of praxis 
carries over into the present and towards the future, as the built environ-
ment and its technologies present themselves as instruments to be utilized 
towards the realization of our goals; but the inertia of the material object 
and its rootedness in the past (the time of its manufacture) stands as an 
obstacle, resisting the facility of use with a “coefficient of adversity”—a term 
that Sartre, as early as 1943 in his magnum opus Being and Nothingness, had 
borrowed from Gaston Bachelard in recognition of the friction that materi-
ality and embodiment introduced into phenomenology (Sartre 1992, 324). In 
the circumstantial collective of the seriality, the individual Others gathered at 
the bus stop similarly tend to present themselves instrumentally, oscillating 
between coefficients of utility and adversity, and thus standing out quite often 
as obstacles to the realization of my goals. There are a limited number of 
seats on the bus, and everyone else becomes a competitor for a seat. But the 
competition is anonymous and passive, the individuals ignoring rather than 
confronting one another while occupying the same physical space. Alienation 
is therefore not just a psychological shortcoming, but materially enforced by 
way of the built environment, with its underlying exigencies and scarcities. 
And in this situation, one might embrace anonymity and further materialize 
it: a newspaper serves as a shield, protecting me from the other’s gaze—and 
“thus isolation is a project,” as I choose to wield the practico-inert and rein-
force the separation constitutive of the seriality (Sartre 2004, 257–58).

Today, of course, this familiar fact of public transportation persists, but with 
a difference: Sartre’s newspaper has now become a mobile screen, e.g. a 
smartphone or a tablet. The gestural cliché (inauthenticity-become-habit) 
of shielding one’s vision persists, but the medium is radically different, 
both technically and existentially.7 Rather than an inert object that, like the 
newspaper, simply records or preserves past labor, the screen is dynamic 
and changing; importantly, its dynamism is based in a feedback loop that 
incorporates present use, the casual or incidental labor of clicking and 

6 Sartre identifies an “anti-dialectic, or dialectic against the dialectic (dialectic of pas-
sivity), [which] must reveal series to us as a type of human gathering and alienation as 
a mediated relation to the other and to the objects of labour in the element of seriality 
as a serial mode of co-existence. At this level we will discover an equivalence between 
alienated praxis and worked inertia, and we shall call the domain of this equivalence 
the practico-inert ” (Sartre 2004, 66-67). For Sartre, in other words, this “anti-dialectic” 
describes the force or exigency of matter, which constrains existential freedom 
and commingles human and inanimate agencies in the serial production and con-
sumption practices of industrial capitalism and the anonymous collective life of urban 
environments.

7 Various accounts of digital media foreground their isolating effects; see, for 
example, Turkle 2011. What is missing from most such accounts, however, is close 
phenomenological attention to the spatial and temporal vicissitudes of these new 
technical and existential forms.
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scrolling, into the ongoing production of value.8 Moreover, screen-phenomena 
are generated out of predictive, future-oriented processes, like autocorrect 
algorithms, that actively anticipate and thereby shape the subjectivity of the 
user.9 This anticipatory logic is also at the heart of our videoconferencing ses-
sions, which depend on compression protocols that predict changes at the 
level of the pixel, microtemporally generating images on the basis of which 
parts of the scene are expected to remain static (e.g. the background) or 
change (e.g. the figure of the speaking subject). As a technological artifact, the 
screen remains a practico-inert object, storing the labor of factory workers 
and engineers while embodying a dumb physicality: it sits there, inert on my 
desk or in my lap, a material barrier between me and my interlocutors. But 
in operation, the screen instantiates a new temporality that transcends its 
physical inertia. Its protentional, predictive processes endow it with greater 
agency as its anticipatory dimensions intertwine with my own being-towards-
the-future.10 Engaging with one another through these digital mirrors, 
our reflections warped both by microtemporal delays and by predictive 
generativities, the present of our subjectivities—and the conditions of life 
itself—are radically altered. Life now takes place in what Vivian Sobchack has 
called the “screen-sphere” (Sobchack 2016).

Importantly, this condition does not end when we leave the bubble of the 
video chat, when the world “re-opens” and we emerge from quarantine. For 
what the pandemic-induced project of isolation reveals to us is a more basic 
transformation: the practico-inert, while still very much a condition of our 
social existence, has given way to a new condition that might be termed the 
practico-alert. Alertness, always being ready, is both a technical fact of pre-
dictive computation and a constant demand on our attention; present experi-
ence no longer takes place against a neutral background of the past distilled in 
the form of inert objects and built environments, but in concert with “smart” 
devices, even “smart cities” that anticipate our every move.11 Our predictive 
technologies, always alert to the contingencies of the ever-shifting future,  
demand that we too are always alert—and it is exhausting.12 

8 See, for example, Pasquinelli 2009. 
9 These generative, future-oriented processes, which distinguish computational media 

from the past-oriented recording processes common to cinema, photography, and 
phonography, for example, are a major focus of my book Discorrelated Images (2020).

10 As I argue in Discorrelated Images, this intertwinement means that computationally 
rendered images affect us on a pre-personal, “metabolic” level.

11 On smart cities and the way their computational infrastructures enforce new forms of 
governmentality, see Halpern 2015. For an argument that cities have always, in a sense, 
been “smart,” see Mattern 2017.

12 This shift from the practico-inert to the practico-alert, along with the phenomenological, 
aesthetic, and political implications of the transformation of media technologies from a 
recording-based or retentional to a predictive or protentional functionality, is the topic 
of my next book project, tentatively titled The New Seriality: Political Aesthetics in a Digital 
Lifeworld.
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Returning to the streets, for example to protest police brutality and pro-
claim that Black Lives Matter, is thus hardly an escape from screen-mediated 
life. Rather, we subject ourselves to increased state surveillance and media 
scrutiny, thus appearing as bodies and biometric data on countless screens. 
But mobile screens can also serve, in this environment, as literal shields, when 
the camera is turned towards the police for purposes of accountability and 
deterrence. And our screens are of course essential to organizing. Thus, the 
duality of the screen, which the project of isolation foregrounded in dramatic 
fashion, might be seized upon as the basis of reversal, from seriality to sol-
idarity, from passive alienation to active resistance. This more deliberate form 
of union will require hard work and redoubled alertness—but perhaps there is 
a sliver of hope for a more just future amidst the horrors, injustices, and iso-
lations of screen-mediated life.

I would like to thank Vivian Sobchack, Scott Bukatman, Elizabeth A. Kessler, 
and Karin Denson for their comments on an early draft of this essay, which 
we appropriately discussed “together apart” during a virtual happy hour 
via Zoom. Thanks also to the participants in the “Media Technology Theory” 
seminar, co-taught with Fred Turner at Stanford in Spring 2020, during which 
we conducted, again via Zoom, a phenomenological interrogation of the 
interface and screen-space of Zoom; and to Hank Gerba, with whom I worked 
through Sartre’s notion of seriality in the independent study course mentioned 
above. And thank you, finally, to the two anonymous reviewers and to the 
editors of this volume for their valuable feedback.
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Mapping Mutations:  
Tracing the Travel of a 
Viral Image

Amrita Biswas

This paper seeks to map the circuit of travel of an 
image that went viral on social media during the pan-
demic-induced lockdown. The viral image pervaded 
the Indian mediascape, triggering its mutation into 
diverse media forms that critically commented on the 
socio-political context of the viral image. Analyzing 
the social media circulation of the viral image and the 
subsequent media texts that it inspired, this paper 
studies how social media was employed as a site of 
discourse generation during the pandemic.
 
Saturating the sensory regime of Indians, remaining locked down in their 
homes during the pandemic, was a familiar image: of millions of migrant 
workers clinging on to their scant possessions, while covering distances of 
hundreds of kilometers on foot. As a preventive measure for flattening the 
curve of the spread of the coronavirus disease, the Prime Minister of India 
announced a nationwide lockdown on the 24th of March, 2020. Ironically, the 
announcement was made only four hours in advance of its imposition, trigger-
ing a mass exodus of migrant workers who formed the backbone of the urban 
informal economy. 
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Acquiring Visibility: The Plight of Migrant Workers
With the lockdown triggering a massive humanitarian crisis, the dehumanized 
“hidden, silent underbelly” of the city, who mostly “appear as lifeless statis-
tics or as problems to be tackled,” erupted as a potent visible force to reckon 
with (Pendse 1996, 4). The apathy of the state towards the migrants neces-
sitated various solidarity networks, media organizations, civic volunteers, and 
oppositional political parties to bear the responsibility of providing relief to 
the stranded migrants. The afore-mentioned collectives, by tracing and map-
ping the narratives of the laborers’ experiences through images and videos, 
significantly contributed to an awareness about the severity of the exodus 
crisis. These haunting visuals, on being uploaded to social media, gripped the 
national imaginary by acquiring an affective virality. In this paper, I study a 
specific image that went viral on social media and analyze its circuit of travel 
as it mutated into several allusive media texts that were also circulated on 
social networking sites as a response to the initial viral image. 

[Figure 1] The image of the toddler tugging at the shroud that covered his mother in a 

railway station in Bihar, India. (Source: Online article by Aljazeera 2020, https://www.

aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/india-toddler-waking-dead-mother-highlights-migrants-mis-

ery-200528043019019.html)

A video that went viral on social media showed a toddler playfully tugging at 
the shroud of his dead mother, in an attempt to wake her up, while she lay 
motionless on the Muzaffarpur railway platform in Bihar (fig. 1). The woman 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/5/28/a-toddler-trying-to-wake-up-dead-mother-shocks-indians
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had boarded the Shramik Special train1 along with her family to reach home 
but had collapsed due to extreme heat and lack of food and water. The video, 
which had first been uploaded to social media by Sanjay Yadav, political advi-
sor to the leader of opposition in the Bihar State Assembly, punctured the con-
science of netizens and evoked an affective response from them. The specific 
moment of the child’s pulling of the shroud became crystallized in people’s 
memory as the image was extracted from the video and ossified, with all it ’s 
tragic overtones, in several media texts. 

[Figure 2] Screenshot from the Facebook page of Bollywood actor Taapsee Pannu where she 

shared the film Pravaasi. (Source: Facebook page of Taapsee Pannu 2020, https://www.face-

book.com/watch/?v=542005483133079&extid=DOgPT2vasBL5TmBs)

This viral video formed one of the many viral visuals that were collated in 
a short animation film by Kireet Khurana, titled Pravaasi/Migrant, in which 
Bollywood actor Taapsee Pannu lent her voice in an apologetic tone (fig. 2). In 
his adaptation of the viral video, the filmmaker strategically stripped the visual 
of all situational and background information to carefully direct the audience’s 
attention solely towards the individual tragic incident. Using potent red, black, 
and white, the film captures the specific moment of the toddler tugging at the 
shroud while earnest infantile wails are heard on the soundtrack. Assuming 
the identity and the collective voice of the community of migrant workers, 
the voiceover pierces through the personal moment of loss, pleading that the 
community only demands to be treated as dignified humans. The image of the 
toddler is suggestively followed by a haunting refrain that creates a rupture in 
the intimate tragic event by evoking the socio-political context of the tragedy: 

1 After migrant workers protested against their inability to go home, the government 
allowed the operation of special trains to allow the workers to travel. However, faulty 
planning and lack of co-ordination among states resulted in a number of trains reaching 
wrong destinations. This made the train journeys arduous, resulting in a lack of food and 
water during the duration of travel, which triggered further deaths.

https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=542005483133079&extid=DOgPT2vasBL5TmBs
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“Hum toh bus pravasi hain / We are just migrants/

Kya iss desh ke vaasi hain? / Are we citizens of this nation?”   

This subtle conjunction was aimed at making people conscious of the strate-
gies by which the state had deprived the internal migrants of their dignified 
subject position of a citizen of the nation. The film offers an insight into the 
notion of citizenship as conceptualized by the state, besides critiquing the 
nexus of class-caste privileges that the state ensured for the urban elites and 
the international migrants. Being marginalized by structural injustices that 
are operative along class-caste co-ordinates, migrant workers have been 
doubly oppressed. This is because they “are not formally recognized either as 
citizens nor as workers” by the state with the lack of legal employment protec-
tion guarantees gnawing at their precarious urban existences (Ahmed and 
Deshingkar 2020). Realizing how urban elites had condemned the migrants for 
being carriers of the virus, Khurana wanted to offer a counter-perspective by 
empathizing with the ordeals that the migrants underwent (quoted in Sebas-
tian 2020). In an interview with HuffPost, Khurana stated that his motivation 
behind making the film was to ensure that the harrowing viral images were 
never erased from the collective memory.

Reading through the comments section on Facebook where Taapsee Pannu 
had shared the film, it became evident that the video had enabled the initia-
tion of a discursive realm on the website. While a section of users trolled 
the Bollywood actor for criticizing the government from the comfort of her 
home, others supported her right to voice her opinion about the migrant 
crisis. Further, some users slammed the video as a publicity stunt while others 
stated that the video exposed the dehumanization that the migrant workers 
had been subjected to during the pandemic. What is significant is that the viral 
image of the toddler inspired another media text, the circulation and subse-
quent virality of which triggered social media users to further engage with and 
reflect on the tragic incident, thereby fostering a discursive space (Abdo 2018). 
Irrespective of how individual users reacted to the toddler’s personal loss, 
what is crucial is that the image of the toddler could not be unseen. The mold-
ing of the initial viral image into subsequent media texts also points towards 
how the image had attained a visual pervasiveness, suggesting that the image 
and its context would be common knowledge among the people of the nation. 
Besides depicting the incident with all its affective textures, the filmmaker 
imbued the viral image with a critical value by associating the personal tragedy 
with the statist conception of citizenship. That the video resonated with neti-
zens who were touched by the apologetic voiceover and the evocative refrain 
is evidenced by its virality. 
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[Figure 3] Screenshot from the Facebook page of Cartoonist Bala, where he shared his rendition 

of the viral image of the toddler. (Source: Facebook page of Cartoonist Bala 2020, https://www.

facebook.com/167570143299823/photos/a.385032944886874/3103293496394125/)

The viral video of the toddler also inspired a cartoon by cartoonist Bala, where 
those in power are seen sleeping peacefully, unaffected by the plight of the 
toddler while he tries to wake them up from their apathy (fig. 3). The artist 
uses the frozen moment of the toddler tugging at the blanket but he shifts 
the focal point of attention from that of the deceased mother to the Prime 
Minister and Home Minister of India who occupy the foreground of the image. 
This shift provides a crucial vantage point to critique the statist response to 
the lockdown-induced migrant exodus. By associating the heads of state with 
the crisis of the toddler, the artist punctures the intimate moment of per-
sonal loss to comment on the institutional indifference that was meted out to 
the community of workers. Simultaneously underlining the individual tragic 
moment that befell the toddler and the apathy of the government administra-
tion, the cartoon resonated with netizens. Attempting to understand netizens’ 
reaction to the artist’s rendition of the viral image, I read the comments on 
the Facebook page of the cartoonist where the cartoon was uploaded. A user 
stated that he could not imagine the pain that the mother underwent before 
her death, being unable to provide food for her hungry son. Another netizen 
commented that the woes of the migrants would be overlooked by the televi-
sion channels that would proclaim the financial aid offered by the government 
to the migrants. With arguments and counter-arguments, political responses 
and emotional outcries, the comments section emerged as a powerful partici-
patory interface. 

https://www.facebook.com/167570143299823/photos/a.385032944886874/3103293496394125/
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Social Media Websites as a Site of  
Discourse Generation

The plethora of ocular and aural signifiers of the migrant crisis encoded an 
emotive dimension that acted as a catalyst for their virality (Berger and Milk-
man 2012). The image of the toddler is, thus, one of the many evocative images 

that went viral on social media during the pandemic. With the subsequent 
mutation of the viral image into multiple media objects (such as illustrations, 
video essays, cartoons, and animation films) that were further circulated on 
social media, the virtual platforms sustained a dialogic engagement with the 
context of the image. This can be significantly attributed to the fact that social 
media users recognized the virtual domain as a potent interface with the 
external social world while being locked down in their homes (Pybus 2013). 
This virtual communicative network was crucial to the process of discourse 
generation where users reflected on the viral image and its specific contexts 
that were being critically addressed by the allusive media texts (Schrøder 
2007; Roese 2018). While the artists referred to the viral image to offer a socio-
political critique of the exodus, the users collaborated to foster a “space of 
interpretation that has the power to make meaning through its ability to privi-
lege certain discourses over others” (Pybus 2013, 140). Thus, with the develop-
ment of such “collaborative” processes, where artists and users both partici-
pated in adding critical meaning to a viral image, social media emerged as an 
active discursive domain ( Jackson 2020, 93). It has already been suggested 
that the socially marginalized community of migrant workers acquired a media 
visibility during the pandemic (Chatterjee 2020; Dharker 2020). I argue that the 
visibility of the community of migrant workers was sustained by the employ-
ment of social media websites as an active site of discourse generation. This 
was achieved by the social media circulation of viral images as well as media 
texts that critically commented on the viral images. Both the processes helped 
build networks of sociality during the lockdown, ushering in the possibility for 
netizens to circulate, engage with and respond to the viral media objects on 
social networking websites. 

Social media, therefore, contributed to an ever “evolving tableau of public 
memory” by ensuring that the viral image of the toddler left an indelible mark 
in the visual and discursive regime of the nation (Haskins 2015, 49). Significant 
to the process, however, has been the employment of social media as a 
crucial discursive arena that has helped attribute critical value and meaning to 
a viral image by ushering in an interactive and participatory interface. Interest-
ingly, the social network witnessed analytical reflections on not only the viral 
image but also its multiple mutations that were circulated as a commentary 
on the viral image. This paper, thus, analyzes the virality and ocular centrality 
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of the image of the toddler by tracing the trajectory of its social media travel 
through a mapping of the different media adaptations that it engendered. 

References

Abdo, Alex. 2018. “Facebook Is Shaping Public Discourse: We Need to Understand How.” 
The Guardian, September 15. Accessed August 16, 2020. https://www.theguardian.com/
commentisfree/2018/sep/15/facebook-twitter-social-media-public-discourse.

Ahmed, Nabeela and Priya Deshingkar. 2020. “Locked Out Under Coronavirus Lockdown—Con-
tinuing Exclusion Of India’s Migrant Workforce.” Discover Society, April 1. Accessed  
June 7, 2020. https://discoversociety.org/2020/04/01/locked-out-under-coronavirus- 
lockdown-continuing-exclusion-of-indias-migrant-workforce/.

Berger, Jonah, and Katherine L. Milkman. 2012. “What Makes Online Content Viral?” Journal of 
Marketing Research 49 (2): 192–205.

Chatterjee, Patralekha. 2020. “The Pandemic Exposes India’s Apathy Toward Migrant Work-
ers.” The Atlantic, April 12. Accessed August 17, 2020. https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/
archive/2020/04/the-pandemic-exposes-indias-two-worlds/609838/.

Dharker, Anil. 2020. “Covid-19 Has Made Migrant Workers’ Plight, State Apathy Visible.” The 
Indian Express, May 25. Accessed August 15, 2020. https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/
columns/invisible-india-migrant-exodus-coronavirus-6425627/.

Garde-Hansen, Joanne. 2011. Media and Memory. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.
Haskins, Ekaterina V. 2015. Popular Memories: Commemoration, Participatory Culture, and  

Democratic Citizenship. Columbia: University of South Carolina Press.
Pendse, Sandeep. 1996. “Toil, Sweat & the City.” In Bombay: Metaphor for Modern India, edited by 

Sujata Patel and Alice Thorner, 3–25. Bombay: Oxford University Press.
Pybus, Jennifer. 2013. “Social Networks and Cultural Workers.” Journal of Cultural Economy 6 (2): 

137–52. doi:10.1080/17530350.2012.742850.
Roese, Vivian. 2018. “You Won’t Believe How Co-Dependent They Are: Or: Media Hype and the 

Interaction of News Media, Social Media, and the User.” In From Media Hype to Twitter Storm, 
edited by Peter Vasterman, 313–32. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press. doi: 10.2307/j.
ctt21215m0.19.

Schrøder, Kim Christian. 2007. “Media Discourse Analysis: Researching Cultural Meanings from 
Inception to Reception.” Textual Cultures 2 (2): 77–99.

Sebastian, Meryl. 2020. “Nation Failed Migrants, Says Director Of Viral Short ‘Pravaasi.’” 
HuffPost India. June 12. Accessed August 10, 2020. https://www.huffingtonpost.in/entry/
migrant-crisis-film-pravaasi-taapsee-pannu-kireet-khurana_in_5ee2fa80c5b67fa8b892228f.

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/sep/15/facebook-twitter-social-media-public-discourse
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/04/the-pandemic-exposes-indias-two-worlds/609838/
https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/invisible-india-migrant-exodus-coronavirus-6425627/
https://www.huffingtonpost.in/entry/migrant-crisis-film-pravaasi-taapsee-pannu-kireet-khurana_in_5ee2fa80c5b67fa8b892228f


  SOCIAL MEDIA  

  K-POP  

  PROTEST  

  FANDOM  



[ 3 4 ]

Pandemic Media: Protest 
Repertoires and K-pop’s 
Double Visions 

Michelle Cho

Starting in late May of 2020, following the protests 
that erupted after the murder of George Floyd by 
Minneapolis police, fans of Korean idol pop (K-pop)—a 
loose coalition of individuals identified by their sub-
cultural consumption of South Korean youth-oriented 
pop performance culture—found their collective 
identity shifting from one of an often denigrated, 
caricatured fandom into an activist bloc, best-
equipped to respond to the intertwined conditions 
of police violence and the COVID-19 pandemic’s 
intensification of structural and environmental racism 
in global cities in North America and Europe. This 
essay recounts two forms of pandemic media: K-pop 
fans’ online, antiracist protests and transmedia K-pop 
content on YouTube and Twitter that has afforded 
K-pop a new visibility as a crossover youth culture 
throughout 2020, to query the ways in which COVID-19 
has reoriented the global media landscape, to both 
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create new modes and spaces of protest and assem-
blage online, while also ensnaring K-pop fan protest 
further in a commercialized platform ecology that 
commodifies fans’ attention and activist impulses. 
Overall, K-pop fan protest repertoires illustrate 
the ways in which contemporary media structure a 
dialectic of reification and resistance that delimits 
forms of mediated “direct action” in the U.S.—the 
region hardest hit by the coronavirus pandemic.
 
2020 began with a bang for the Korean pop group BTS. Following weeks of 
anticipation and record-breaking pre-sales, their album Map of the Soul: 7 
was released to great fanfare in February 2020, becoming the biggest selling 
album of all time in South Korea, and topping pop music charts in over twenty 
countries, including Billboard’s illustrious albums chart in the U.S. Despite 
alarmingly fast spread of a South Korean cluster of COVID-19 cases, and the 
government’s large-scale containment efforts there, the group released 
multiple music videos for the album’s two lead tracks, and promoted the 
album and forthcoming world tour on several American television shows and 
media outlets during February and early March.

But as the pandemic spread through North America (mainly via Europe, rather 
than East Asia), BTS and its powerful fandom called ARMY had to shelve their 
plans to gather on the group’s tour, forgoing the excitement of the mass 
spectacles that have become a feature of live, K-pop performance. Instead, the 
group’s international fandom were left to cling to the digital intimacies that 
the group has fostered with fans through a steady and robust stream of social 
media content on Twitter, VLive (South Korean tech company Naver’s celebrity 
live-streaming app), and the proprietary fandom platform Weverse, developed 
and owned by the band’s management company Big Hit Entertainment. 

The period of pandemic self-isolation not only heightened digital connections 
between fans and their favorite groups, but also brought new initiates into 
the fold. One might argue that pandemic conditions have increased the power 
of media companies, whether broadcast or digital, since captive audiences 
under lockdown have grown increasingly dependent on forms of mediated 
connection. The prolonged period of homebound isolation seems also to have 
channeled vital energies of critique, especially among the young, who have 
been forced to suspend their lives in the face of a bleak economic forecast and 
public health crisis, with no relief in sight. This growing critical consciousness 
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erupted in the uprisings that followed the murder of George Floyd in 
Minneapolis, Minnesota, on May 25, 2020. As protesters surged into the 
streets to express their grief and rage at the unmitigated cruelty and injustice 
of Floyd’s death, many fans across the globe contributed their efforts through 
the conversion of fan activities into a repertoire of anti-racist protest: hash-tag 
activism, attention-jacking, and online fundraising and organizing, many in the 
name of K-pop fandom and the BTS ARMY.

This essay proposes two forms of pandemic media: first, media released 
and consumed during the pandemic, which has kneecapped most brick and 
mortar enterprises, but invigorated digital teleconferencing, streaming, 
and content-sharing platforms. Indeed big tech has seen its profits grow 
handsomely from the shift of work and leisure, alike, to online platforms, and 
K-pop entertainment industries, which already cultivate multi-sited, mediated 
intimacies through technological means, have emerged as leaders of remote, 
live-streamed pop concerts that will likely transform the business of pop 
performance. The other form of pandemic media that I address is media that 
responds specifically to the intertwining pandemic conditions of the public 
health crisis caused by COVID-19 and the latter’s unveiling of the necropolitical 
intersection of structural inequities of race and class, specifically the way that 
K-pop’s media fandom swiftly joined the coalition of anti-racist protesters 
through their hashtag and attention-jacking activism. The first section of what 
follows details the citation practices characteristic of K-pop content. As a 
cultural form that moves across media regions and platforms, K-pop innovates 
on a model of polyvocality best enacted by American culture industries. Spe-
cifically, I look at BTS’s music video output, released in the early days of the 
pandemic. In the second section, I discuss the transformative use that fans 
have made of the first form of pandemic media, to use the legibility and ready-
made networks built through their fandom to make a deft pivot to activism. 

K-pop’s Double Visions
The first single from Map of the Soul: 7 to be released with accompanying music 
videos was an EDM/R&B track called “Black Swan.” BTS’s content is famously 
dense with intertextual citations, and this wasn’t the first time that the group 
paid homage to a cinematic inspiration.1 The reference here is unmistakable—
Darren Aronofsky’s Black Swan (2010)—cited in the song’s title, accompanying 
live performance choreography, and official music video. Aronofsky’s film is 
of course itself an adaptation of Tchaikovsky’s 1877 ballet Swan Lake, a work 
centered on the trope of the doppelganger/evil twin that is found in numerous 

1 The group released a series of albums in 2015–16 called “The Most Beautiful Moment in 
Life” trilogy. This is the English translation of the idiom HwaYangYeonHwa, the Korean 
version of 花樣年華, which is also the Chinese title of Wong Kar Wai’s In the Mood for Love 
(2000).
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works from the romantic period, as well as SF, fantasy, and psychological 
thriller genres in Hollywood and abroad.2 Aronofsky is known to be a fan of 
the virtuosic Japanese animator, Kon Satoshi, a fellow doppelganger-obsessed 
auteur, and BTS’s Black Swan also ports works like Kon’s Perfect Blue and 
Paprika, alongside Aronofsky’s film.3 The group’s official music video for the 
single was filmed at the Los Angeles Theater, the art deco movie house that 
was the last to be built in the city’s historic downtown in 1930, before the 
center of film exhibition moved to Hollywood Boulevard. Closed as a screening 
venue since the mid-1990s, the Los Angeles Theater now only opens its doors 
as a filming location and special-event rental space, serving as a dramatic 
setting for BTS’s theatrical concept, while signaling the layered significance of 
inter-mediation, Hollywood’s displacement, and cinema’s fading glory.

Yet, if Black Swan presents an elegiac image of cinema, as defined by nos-
talgia for Old Hollywood glamour and its high-modernist, split psyche, the 
music video “Daechwita” released as a solo venture by BTS member Suga (Min 
Yoon-ki) in May, 2020 after months of COVID-19 isolation and just three days 
before George Floyd’s murder, announced an altogether different approach 
to cinema, history, and identity. Daechwita looks to South Korean cinema for 
inspiration, especially its fabricated scenes of Korean history, which have been 
worked and reworked through the film and TV genre of sageuk, or Choseon 
period historical drama.4 Set in the Choseon era, Daechwita is named after 
the highly codified, ceremonial musical accompaniment (the characters in 
the word Daechwita are “Dae”—large, grand, great; “Chwi”—to blow (a horn 
or wind instrument); “Ta”—to hit (a drum)) to the Choseon king’s procession. 
The story told by the video is adapted from the 2012 Korean film Masquerade 
(dir. Choo Chang-min), also known by its Korean title Gwanghae: The Man 
who Became King. Constructing a doppelganger story on the scaffolding of 
the historical account of Gwanghae, the fifteenth ruler in the long Choseon 
Dynasty, Masquerade suggests that the cruel and paranoid King Gwanghae 

2 For an incisive analysis of the doppelganger as a hallmark of Japanese film and lit-
erature, from the period of interwar modernization through the present, see Posadas 
2018.

3 Fans of BTS are skilled close-readers and detectives, and often share their analyses 
of the group’s work in articles such as Nakeisha Campbell’s “All the Details You Need 
to Know About BTS’ ‘Black Swan’ Music Video,” which finds the visual matches from 
Aronofsky’s Black Swan (2010) and the group’s music video: https://www.distractify.
com/p/where-was-bts-black-swan-filmed. Accessed June 16, 2020.

4 The Choseon (also romanized as Joseon or Choson) period refers to the era in which the 
Korean peninsula was governed as a dynastic kingdom under the Choseon Dynasty from 
1392 to 1897. The culture of the Choseon period is widely accepted today as synony-
mous with Korean traditional culture and history; the latter owes in large part to the 
meticulous court records that were kept in almost continuous daily logs throughout 
the dynasty. Most period dramas involve historical figures from these court chron-
icles, though a genre of “fusion saguk ” has emerged since the mid 2000s, which fuses 
elements of sageuk—historical drama—with fictional elements. 

https://www.distractify.com/p/where-was-bts-black-swan-filmed
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used a commoner double in his official appearances, for fear of assassination. 
Masquerade was a major box office hit in South Korea that swept the Grand 
Bell Awards, South Korea’s equivalent of the Oscars. Given the signal boost 
garnered by South Korean cinema when Bong Joon-ho’s Parasite won Holly-
wood’s greatest accolade earlier in 2020—the Academy Award for Best 
Picture—it is now clear that U.S. culture industries eye South Korea, just as 
K-pop’s double visions center Hollywood and the US market.5 Embedded in 
Masquerade’s thoroughly commercialized revisionist history is a tense con-
tradiction between the desire to place populism at the core of Korean culture 
and a move to affirm the pageantry and grandeur of the royal Choseon court, 
the acme of a feudal society structured by caste hierarchies.

Pop Protest
Ultimately, Masquerade’s retelling of King Gwanghae’s story advocates a 
populist message, in keeping with South Korea’s hard-won status as a daz-
zling twenty-first century beacon of democratic reform across a region that 
is otherwise overshadowed by right-wing xenophobia in Shinzo Abe’s Japan 
and repressive Chinese state action in Hong Kong and Xinjiang, home to 
China’s Muslim Uighur community. South Korea’s emphatically liberal national 
character was consolidated by 2016’s Candlelight Protest movement that 
led to the impeachment of President Park Geun-hye, the daughter of the 
dictatorial President Park Chung-hee, who governed the country during its 
postwar industrialization from 1961–1979. However, despite the public’s deci-
sive rejection of Park’s dynastic presidency and its embrace of direct-action 
protest as national character, South Korea remains deeply implicated in a 
neoliberal order that keeps its citizenry in a state of individualized alienation. 
Although South Korea and its liberal leader Moon Jae-in have been lauded 
for the country’s swift response to the coronavirus, the management of 
COVID relies on a surveillance system unrivaled in the world, which operates 
through the ICT infrastructure of ubiquitous computing ushered in by the 
dream of global cities and special economic zones.6 Pandemic conditions put 
a paradoxical, benevolent face on a system of control that recalls the dictator-
ship era and shores up the profits of multinational big data, like the mirror 
image of Odette and her evil doppelganger. 

5 As others have also noted, Parasite ’s story of lives of underground confinement and 
the crushing weight of poverty also seems to have foretold the coming catastrophe, 
as COVID-19 laid bare the pervasive, systemic injustices of late capitalist life. See Suzy 
Kim’s post for the positions blog, “Parasites in the Time of Coronavirus,” http://position-
swebsite.org/episteme-2-kim/.

6 See Orit Halperin and Joseph Jeon’s discussions of the smart city project of Songdo in 
the Prologue and Conclusion of Halperin’s Beautiful Data: A History of Vision and Reason 
Since 1945 (Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2015) and Jeon’s Vicious Circuits: Korea’s IMF Cinema and 
the End of the American Century (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2019), 116–21.

http://positionspolitics.org/episteme-2-kim/
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In Daechwita, BTS’s Suga (Min Yoon-ki) plays two roles as both the tyrannical 
king and the commoner double. While the actual King Gwanghae was 
dethroned and exiled in a coup d’etat perpetrated by an opposing faction 
of court officials, Daechwita’s Gwanghae is deposed in a populist revolt by 
his double, the commoner. Daechwita thus chooses to stage a fantasy of 
Choseon-era rebellion, whereas the close to 500-year dynasty dealt with 
intermittent peasant rebellion with a brutal hand; instead, it was definitively 
overcome by a modern world order that brought Japanese colonial incursions 
by the end of the nineteenth century, as students of Korean history will know 
quite well. Daechwita’s fantasy scenario also turns the pauper-against-prince 
antagonism into a psychological struggle between Suga’s current, chart-top-
ping celebrity persona, full of arrogance and bluster, and his prior, hard-
working rookie self. Daechwita’s ambivalent approach to populist resistance is 
clear in the ways that it uses the latter as an allegory for the integration of the 
artist’s dual image as both K-pop royalty and humble underdog that serves as 
the core of BTS’s star text. 

[Figure 1] Screenshot from Daechwita MV

During the first week of June, when the protests against systemic racism in 
the US were raging on the streets of most American cities, K-pop fans quickly 
mobilized to spam police snitching apps like iDallas and take over hashtags 
like #whitelivesmatter and #calminkirkland, the latter of which asked citizens 
to surveil each other and publicize video evidence of criminal activity by pro-
testers.7 What I saw in screenshots of K-pop fans’ takedowns of the iDallas app 
and later instances of K-pop twitter hashtag activism on behalf of Black Lives 
Matter were images and clips from the Daechwita video, especially scenes 
from the fiery moments preceding the overthrow of the sadistic ruler. The 
scenes from Daechwita were often, at first glance, plausible scenes of youthful 

7 For an overview of online anti-racist activism attributed to K-pop fans, see “QAnon 
followers melt down after K-pop fans take over their hashtags” by Parker Molloy, June 
5, 2020, on the Media Matters site: https://www.mediamatters.org/qanon-conspiracy-
theory/qanon-followers-melt-down-after-k-pop-fans-take-over-their-hashtag?fbclid=-
IwAR3fhki32yB13VhUy2c6Dd5tRVwV0-nKftWdiGuam54pNnVM04xP6VZs3D8.
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revolt (fig. 1), and seemed to serve as foils to the more satirical and playful 
stream of “fancam” clips—fan-recorded footage of pop idol performances—
and GIFs of pop idols cutely mugging for the camera. The protest gesture of 
attention-jacking racist hashtags or snitch apps with Daechwita images con-
veyed both the seriousness of activist intent and an ironic, disaffected stance 
that adopted Daechwita’s ambivalence towards revolutionary collectivity. 
Perhaps this is the best that commercial pop culture can offer as a source of 
resistance to the social institutions that preserve and protect the circulation of 
pop commodities in the first place. 

By adapting Daechwita’s commercialized images of populist, youth rebellion 
into the repertoire of contemporary protest techniques in pandemic con-
ditions, BTS fans politicize their fandom and convert fan networks into a form 
of activist organizing. Wrestling hashtags away from white supremacists con-
stitutes strategic fan participation in spaces that are not expressly intended as 
platforms for such gestures, yet there is also a potential for these activities to 
revert to mere amplification for the sake of promoting the celebrity idol. This 
seems to be the outcome of the summer of 2020, when K-pop fans became 
interpellated as Tik-Tok and Twitter warriors against white supremacy. In the 
months since the upsurge of street protests led by the Black Lives Matter 
movement in the U.S., K-pop fans have resumed their regular activities of 
promoting K-pop artists’ releases on global and US-based singles and albums 
charts. Notably for BTS, “Dynamite,” their follow-up single to the Map of the 
Soul: 7 album, made history as the first K-pop song to reach the #1 spot on the 
Billboard Hot 100 chart, demonstrating that the ARMY’s growth through the 
summer of COVID and the consciousness-raising activities of K-pop fandom 
has led to the group’s convincing commercial breakthrough on the pop charts. 
This is hardly the political victory that BLM and activists calling for defunding 
the police are looking for. Yet, this is perhaps an unsurprising demonstration 
of the power of publicity. The notion of youth rebellion against authority is 
both inspiring and trite, and Daechwita’s incitement against authority can 
be both at the same time, as is the case with youth culture, at large. None-
theless, what BTS’s COVID-era music video aesthetics confirm is the mutable, 
and always uncertain pull of co-option in pop protest, especially the sort that 
coalesces around fan identity as the basis for coalition-building. What we may 
see from K-pop fans in the future is not fixed, however, as the duality that is 
built into the form continues to make the urge to visibility of the fandom avail-
able to future collective actions. The lessons of K-pop’s pandemic media have 
coalesced into a fan-activist repertoire that may yet be mobilized, long after 
the resolution of COVID-19.
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How to Fight a Pandemic 
with Status Elevation: 
The Home Shopping 
Governance of Donald J. 
Trump  

Vinzenz Hediger

In the last few months, US president Donald J. Trump 
has repeatedly scandalized observers by applying the 
presentational modes of home shopping television to 
his public pronouncements on the pandemic. This con-
tribution argues that Trump’s home shopping mode 
of address is not another in a long series of taste-
less aberrations and breaches of protocol. Rather, it 
is an intrinsic element of his television personality, 
a source of his political leverage and a key to under-
standing his mode of governance.
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[Figure 1] The Bible Salesman (Source: Screenshot of https://www.newyorker.com/news/

daily-comment/an-abuse-of-sacred-symbols-trump-a-bible-and-a-sanctuary)

If Trump gets blown out, Trumpism will be remem-

bered as a luxury good for well-off white people 

and less a response to economic desperation. 

Matthew Zeitlin, July 7, 2020

I 
On June 2, 2020, The New Yorker published an article by Evan Osnos entitled 
“‘An Abuse of Sacred Symbols’: Trump, a Bible, and a Sanctuary” with the 
above photograph and caption (fig. 1). On June 1, had Trump ordered a teargas 
attack on peaceful protesters to clear the way for a photo opportunity at St. 
John’s Church across from the White House. Standing in front of the church, 
Trump presented a Bible to the camera, a signal to his core constituency, 
racist white southern evangelicals. The stunt was widely condemned, among 
others by Mariann Budde, the Episcopalian bishop of Washington D.C., who 
expressed her outrage that Trump “felt he had the license … to abuse our 

https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/an-abuse-of-sacred-symbols-trump-a-bible-and-a-sanctuary
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sacred symbols and our sacred space in that way.” Osnos expressed his dis-
approval not least through his framing: Trump “held up a Bible and posed with 
it for the cameras, clasping it to his chest, bouncing it in his hand, turning it to 
and fro, like a product on QVC.” Describing the photo-op as a “crude simu-
lation of leadership,” Osnos continued: “He assembled a pageant of symbols 
that he knows have power over others—the Bible, the gun, and the shield. And 
he tossed them together in a cruel jumble of nonsense.” 

QVC, a cable shopping channel founded in 1986—the acronym stands for 
“Quality Value Convenience”—reaches 360 million households in seven coun-
tries: the US, UK, Germany, France, Italy, Japan, and China, i.e. the G7 minus 
Canada plus the PRC, where QVC operates a joint-venture with state TV. On 
QVC slick hosts—often celebrities like comedian Joan Rivers—plug fashion, 
household appliances, and jewelry for phone and online orders. If The New 
Yorker represents the apogee of cultural prestige in American media, QVC is 
located near the opposite end of that spectrum.

From the height of his standing, Osnos wields the QVC reference for cultural 
leverage and moral condemnation. But in his indignation, he misses out on 
its heuristic and analytic power. What the current pandemic throws into high 
relief is that the home shopping template is not another tasteless aberration 
or breach of protocol, but an intrinsic element of Trump’s television per-
sonality and, therefore, his mode of governing. Foregrounding, as it does, the 
intimate space of home shopping to obfuscate the macro sites of maintenance 
and care, the teleshopping template also helps us understand the limitations 
of Trump’s governance in the face of a global health crisis.

II
In a keynote titled “Poor Old Television” at the 2010 Istanbul NECS conference, 
Charlotte Brunsdon, a key figure in television studies, offered an ironic paean 
to what was arguably still the most powerful audiovisual medium, and how 
it had fallen out of academic fashion: linear television. Trump’s win in 2016 
revealed this to be a problem. “Quality TV” had turned television into a safe 
subject for professors of English. But the real story of the twenty-first century 
was the global ascendancy of reality TV. Much has been witten on Big Brother, 
Survivor and The Bachelor. But The Apprentice, which turned a failing tycoon 
into an emblem of business acumen, only attracted scant attention, mostly 
as a cautionary tale about neoliberalism (e.g. Couldry 2008; Windle 2010; 
Couldry and Littler 2011).1 Only when it was too late, i.e. with Trump well on the 
way to the White House, did television studies really start to pay attention. A 
dossier in Television and New Media in the summer of 2016 assembled short 
“ruminations on Trump” as “apotheosis of the new culture of promotionalism” 

1 E.g. Couldry (2008), Windle (2010), Couldry and Littler (2011). 
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(Negra 2016, 646). One title spelled out the field’s sin of omission—“Don’t 
misunderestimate the Donald (like we did)”—while Laurie Oulette highlighted 
“reality TV’s long-established role in governing practices” and its resonance 
with the “illiberal pressure points of free market political rationalities” to 
circumscribe the work that should have been done (Ouelette 2016, 649).2 

Maybe Trump managed to fly under the radar of critical media studies for so 
long because he has no secret and is “just boring,” as Stephen Colbert recently 
put it. This may also be why Audience of One, the one book so far on Trump 
the TV character, thoroughly researched and engagingly written by New York 
Times TV critic James Poniewozik, reveals nothing really new (Poniewozik 
2019). Still, scholars should have paid attention. After all, there are prominent 
historical templates. For instance, Mussolini’s similarity with Bartolomeo 
Pagano’s strongman film hero Maciste suggests that both “drew on common 
discourses, images, and commodities” including “the cult of the muscled male 
body, nationalism, colonialism, stardom, and fashion” (Rich 2015, 188). But 
then, analogies with twentieth-century fascism only go so far, as they distract 
“us from how we made Trump over decades” (Moyn 2020).

Considering the fields’ feminist origins, it would be a sexist joke to blame 
television studies for not saving the world from Trump. But it is not too late 
for smaller things – for instance to understand why Trump has resorted to 
the home shopping template with increasing frequency in his response to the 
pandemic.

Apart from the photo-op, which brought QVC to Evan Osnos’s mind, four 
episodes offer points of attack: After winning primaries in Michigan and Mis-
sissippi on March 8, 2016, Trump plugged Trump products including vodka, 
steaks, water and wine, some of which had long gone out of production, at his 
press conference (fig.2). During the early briefings on the pandemic, Trump 
promoted the malaria drug Hydroxichloroquine, in which he owned shares 
(Voytko 2020). On March 29, he bought Mike Lindell, a teleshopping bedroom 
gear tycoon known as “The Pillow Guy,” to the Rose Garden to celebrate 
Trump’s leadership (fig. 3). And on July 15, Trump posted a photo of himself 
at the Resolute Desk in the Oval Office promoting Goya products, a company 
which, according to its website, offers “authentic Latino food” and became the 
focus of a boycott after CEO Robert Unanue delivered another Rose Garden 
paean to Trump’s leadership (fig. 4). If we further consider that a pro-Trump 
book from 2016 is called Planes, Steaks and Water: Defending Donald J. Trump 
(Pruitt 2016) we see, as Trump himself would say, the need to “get to the 
bottom of this.”

2 Interestingly, one of the first collections of in-depth critical studies of Trump and tele-
vision was published in Germany, where Trump has taken von Stroheim’s succession as 
“The Man You Love to Hate” across the political spectrum: Maeder et al. (2020).
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[Figure 2] Trump products on display at the press conference after Trump's primary wins in  

Mississippi and Michigan on March 8, 2016. (Source: Mychal Watts/WireImage/Getty Images)

[Figure 3] Mike Lindell praising Donald Tump in the Rose Garden, March 30, 2020  

(Source: Alex Brandon/AP, https://www.politico.com/news/2020/03/30/trump-nudging- 

mypillow-lindell-run-office-156195)

[Figure 4] Gawking Goya Products to Chase Latino Votes: Trump at the Resolute Desk on July 

2015 (Source: @realdonaldtrump/Instagram 2020)
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III
“I admit that I am a QVC shopper”: David Gudelunas opens his essay QVC: 
Retail and Ritual (2002) with a confession, a performative illustration of his 
main claim that teleshopping is a “media ritual of status elevation” tied to 
status anxiety.

Teleshopping starts out on local TV in Florida but enters the mainstream in 
1986 with QVC, a company founded in West Chester, an affluent suburb of 
Philadelphia. Hollywood executive Barry Diller, who built Fox TV and came 
to teleshopping through his wife, fashion designer Diane von Furstenberg, 
turned QVC into a multinational company in the 1990s. Sales were USD 
11 billion in 2019 (up from 8.7 in 2017, and 1.5 times more than Paramount 
Pictures), 70% of which came from the US market (Statista 2020). Unlike that 
vanishing hallmark of twentieth-century consumerism, the mall, QVC has 
adapted well to online retailing and now streams three channels on a mail 
order website. Like the “weepies” of 1950s Hollywood, teleshopping pimarily 
targets relatively affluent white suburban middle-class women, who represent 
close to 90% of QVC’s audience. 

Gudelunas argues that QVC was “a more successful home shopping channel 
than its now defunct competitors because it was able to establish a high level 
of para-social interaction by interacting with guests” (2002, 108). Para-social 
interaction is a form of impersonal intimacy which television personalities 
develop as they address absent audiences as if present (Horton and Wohl 
1956). QVC’s trademark features include call-in segments introduced by the 
phrase “let’s go to the phones,” which has become part of the American 
lexicon. In these segments viewer-shoppers chat up the hosts and gush about 
products. As Gudelunas argues, “QVC viewer-shoppers are clearly members of 
a congregation as opposed to an audience” (2002, 110). Studies of language and 
behavior in up-scale department stores like Saks Fifth Avenue show that sales 
personnel strive for the prestige of their wealthy customers. As Mary Bucholtz 
argues, in the QVC congregation the roles are reversed: the host becomes 
an aspirational figure and customers “strive for the prestige of the sales 
representative” (Bucholtz 1999, 356).3 QVC prices allow for impulse buying, 
making viewer-shoppers, who often reference their bank balance in calls 
(Ridgway and Kukar-Kinney 2005) “able to rise up from their current economic 
position and renew themselves as members of an elevated class” (Gundelunas 
2002, 112–13). QVC holds up so well against more prosaic online retailers like 

3 This role reversal provides a storyline in Amy Sherman-Palladino’s amazon prime series 
The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (2017–), whose main character is modelled in part after Joan 
Rivers. To earn a living after the break-up of her marriage, the eponymous budding 
comedienne and daughter of well-to do parents takes a job at B. Altman on Fifth Avenue 
selling cosmetics, a job at which she excels because she used to be a customer there 
herself. 
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Amazon precisely because it offers a “media ritual of status elevation” with a 
focus on non-essential luxury goods. 

Status elevation through consumption is also the core of the Trump brand. 
It should not surprise us that the extended Trump family has long-standing 
ties with QVC. In 2007, Trump marketed Trump Steaks through QVC and the 
mail order service The Sharper Image. On QVC, Trump personally appeard 
against a backdrop of black boxes with Trump Steaks in gold lttering to signal 
that the “Trump brand was masculine, decadent, upscale.” Trump Steaks 
sales failed to exceed five figures after two months and were discontinued, 
with the trademark expiring in 2014. The Trump women have been more 
successful. Raising breast cancer awareness while selling shoes and handbags 
from her Trump Tower apartment, Ivanka has been a familiar face on QVC for 
years (fig. 5). 

[Figure 5] Ivanka signing shoes for QVC Shoppers in her Trump Tower Apartment, and also sup-

porting breast cancer research (Source: YouTube 2014, https://youtu.be/-ge99mf0540)

Melania Trump’s collection of timepieces and jewelry, which she herself 
described as “something that you could afford and easily buy on QVC” 
(HollywoodLife 2012), reportedly sold out in 45 minutes during the first QVC 
broadcast in 2010 (fig. 6). Melania’s line of caviar-infused skin creams was less 
successful and remained at the conceptual stage. On “Celebrity Apprentice” 
former basketball great and personal friend of Kim Jong-Un Dennis Rodman 
got fired for misspelling Melania’s name on a caviar skin care ad. When Trump 
became president, Melania continued to cross-fertilize her business with a link 
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to her QVC online shop on her personal White House page, until public outcry 
forced her to take it down (Hardy 2017). 

[Figure 6] Something that You Could Afford and Easily Buy on QVC: Melania, Timepieces, and 

Jewelry (Source: YouTube 2012, https://youtu.be/ID0KKalefqw)

The Trump family has in other words been occupying the community space of 
the teleshopping congregation for years. Ivanka and Melania may well have 
contributed to Trump’s political success by attuning QVC’s white middle-class 
audience to the brand. S.R. Srinivas has shown how in Southern India film fan 
clubs become political parties, paving the way for film starts to run for office, 
with long-time Tamil Nadu governors M.K. Ramachandran or Jayalalithaa as 
the prime examples (Srinivas 2006). A similar form of fluid mobilization could 
be said to be at work in Trump’s rise. As the authors of a study on Trump 
as a “networked political brand” write, “the experience of community that 
emerges from [the convergence of branding and political communication] 
gains increasing importance” (Billard and Moran 2020, 589). While Lisa Kelly 
is right to insist that television continues to be central to Trump and political 
culture even in a “post-TV” age (Kelly 2019), a crucial driver of this experience 
is Trump’s twitter game, which closely replicates the relationship of host, 
caller and viewer-shopper that produces the QVC congregation. Poniewozik 
describes Trump’s twitter personality as a Hobbesian Leviathan. By inter-
acting with followers Trump makes them feel that they are “all part of on 
mighty body of which he was the head.” In particular, retweets signal “I am not 
ashamed of you. I am simply of you” (Poniewozik 2019, 191). Similarly, Trump’s 
brand—status elevation through consumption—thrives on himself being an 
avid consumer. This is why news about the President spending his days at the 
White House watching TV and gobbling up fast food strengthens, rather than 
undermines, his legitimacy with his followers. And while Trump’s frequent calls 
into his favorite morning show “Fox and Friends” are a breach of presidential 
protocol, they redefine the presidency in terms of the teleshopping protocol 
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by demonstrating the soothing, egalitarian ease with which the leader of the 
free world can move from host to viewer-shopper and back.4 

Far from a “cruel jumble of nonsense,” the teleshopping template boils the 
brand of Trump the politician down to its essentials. As I will argue, it also 
defines his limitations as a leader in a global health crisis. 

Parading Trump products after primary wins is not just a rebuttal of criticisms 
of his track record of business failure: it is a reminder that he is the candidate 
of status elevation, and he is winning. Inviting Mike Lindell to praise him in the 
Rose Garden is not just an attempt to stroke his ego: it is a move to strengthen 
his legitimacy in a moment of crisis through the endorsement of another 
teleshopping star. The template serves to mobilize the home shopping con-
gregation for political ends. Nowhere was this more glaringly obvious than in 
early July 2020, when Trump first enlisted QVC star Ivanka and then himself to 
plug Goya products from the White House, accidentally repositioning Latino 
staples as white middle class luxury goods in the process (fig. 7).

[Figure 7] From Shoes to Beans: Ivanaka joining her father’s boycott of the Goya Boycott 

through her social media accounts (Source: Twitter/Ivanka Trump 2020)

The shopping channel template also sheds light on Trump’s speaking style. 
Barack Obama put himself on the path to the presidency with a soaring Emer-
sonian speech about unity at the 2004 Democratic National Convention in 
Boston. Trump’s rally speaking style is famously disjointed and free-flowing, 
and prepared notes are the death of his appeal. Where Obama strives to enlist 

4 The extent to which the Trump organization operates as a TV company became clear 
when they trademarked the term “Telerally” after the cancellation of the Republican 
National Convention in Jacksonville, Florida, to charge customers, like the Repub-
lican Party, for “organizing events in the field of politics and political campaigning” 
(Fahrenthold and Itkowitz 2020).
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the entire citizenry in the arduous task of building a more perfect union (to 
quote his 2008 speech on race), Trump’s colloquial mode of address offers a 
ready-made community experience in a congregation that is both open and 
exclusive. In 2016, CNN and the networks streamed Trump rallies not because 
they were news, but because they were low-cost, instant gratification reality 
programming for white middle-class audiences with status anxiety—not good 
for America, as then CBS head Les Moonves put it, who has since been fired 
for sexual harassment, but great television (Bond 2016).

And the teleshopping template may even help to explain the cruelty. If your 
promise is status elevation for your in-group rather than opportunity for all,5 
and if you believe the economy is a zero-sum game—an idea Trump learned 
on the Manhattan real estate market, as Josh Marshall points out (2017)—then 
the out-group has to lose, and making the out-group suffer for all to see is an 
indicator of your success. 

Mary Trump, a clinical psychologist and the president’s niece, describes Trump 
as a Frankenstein monster sewn together from his father’s pathologies (Trump 
2020). He can also be described as a self-made Frankenstein of American 
television and new media, stitched together from the dominant modes of 
twenty-first-century television. He draws his lifeblood from formats which 
appear as mere dregs and refuse from a patrician critical point of view but 
which have considerable purchase with audiences, with teleshopping most 
strongly resonating with Trump’s personal brand. Trump’s legitimacy, rather 
than vertical and reasoned, is fluid, mobile, and horizontal, based on affectual 
ties of instant gratification which are impervious to the deferred satisfaction 
calculus which political science models usually assume. It is not coincidence 
that Trump voters are often described as fans rather than party loyalists 
(Einwächter 2020; Hediger 2020). Trump voters are, in any case, affluent: They 
had twice the income of Clinton voters (Silver 2016) and were typically the rich 
people in poor places (Blum 2017). Their status anxiety is not existential, and 
their politics are quite literally luxury politics: Not government of, by and for 
the people, but governance of status elevation for the already safe and secure 
who can afford to impulse-buy cruelty to others.

The limitation of Trump’s teleshopping governance in a crisis like the COVID-
19 pandemic is this: In it, the only way to care is to care for yourself through 
consumption. This is why rather than let experts speak and assume the role 

5 Trump favors oligarchs and has notoriously decorated the Oval Office with a portrait of 
Andrew Jackson, a genocidal racist, but the president whom his teleshopping govern-
ance of status elevation through consumption most strongly echoes may be Theodore 
Roosevelt. As Heather Cox Richardson writes: “While Lincoln called for a government 
that helped workingmen rather than oligarchs, Roosevelt ’s vision inherently privileged 
upwardly mobile white men over people of color, independent women, or anyone mired 
in poverty” (Cox Richardson 2020, 126–27).
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of comforter-in-chief, the president used the briefings on the pandemic as a 
teleshopping platform for products that would make the virus go away, up 
to, and including, bleach. When Boris Johnson brandished his new-born baby 
boy about in the tabloids just as the failure of his COVID-19 strategy became 
apparent, he engaged in diversion. When Trump projects the para-social 
intimacy of home shopping where a public space of care and grieving should 
be built, he is just being himself. But the pandemic is one problem shopping 
won’t solve. Once that became clear Trump, being Trump, was left with a 
choice of wishing the virus away or ignoring it. Ever the glutton, he picked 
both.

“The television culture that Donald Trump grew up with, thrived in, and 
embodies is not the only kind of television,” writes Poniewozik (2019, 273), 
trying to keep our hope for a better kind of television, and thus a better world, 
alive. Home shopping, we can infer, is not that kind of television. Consid-
ering QVC’s robust business, it is also not going away any time soon. Which 
may have political repercussions even after Trump no longer occupies the 
White House. Ivanka has been derided as a mere “handbag designer” who 
erroneously got to be in the same room with Angela Merkel. But being a 
handbag designer is what got her there in the first place. In the age of home 
shopping governance, a QVC pedigree confers political standing. And Trump 
has encouraged the “Pillow Guy,” Mike Lindell, to run for office (Lippman and 
Nguyen 2020). In the future, America may well be governed by dynasties of 
home shopping hosts rather than the Adams, Kennedys, Bushes, or Clintons 
of yore.

Is the world’s last, best hope, then, for a teleshopping host who understands 
that the economy is not a zero-sum game?

Mary Trump argues that we need to focus not on her uncle but on those who 
surround and enable him. This includes the whole congregation. It has been 
said that supporting Trump is a moral choice. Home shopping governance also 
makes it a matter of taste. And taste, as John Ruskin once said, is not a ques-
tion of morality. It is the only morality.

*

Trump contracted COVID-19 in September 2020. He was treated at Walter 
Reed Medical Center with the REGN-COV2 antibody cocktail developed by 
Regeneron Pharmaceuticals, a company run by a major Trump donor. Upon 
returning to the White House, Trump praised the treatment in a brief tele-
vision address and said: “That’s what I want for everybody”. The “Lincoln 
Project”, a Political Action Committee of disgruntled Republican operatives 
known for their well-crafted anti-Trump TV ads, edited and framed the 
key parts of the speech as a 1980s style home shopping ad (https://vimeo.
com/470748710/b93b5371d4). The Enyclopedia Britannica defines satire as a 
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genre “in which vices, follies, abuses and shortcomings are held up to ridicule, 
ideally with the intent of shaming individuals, corporations, government, 
or society itself into improvement.” As satire, the Lincoln Project video fails 
because Trump knows no shame, and because he has no room for self-
improvement. He is exactly what the video says he is. What the video does 
show is a breakthrough in the home shopping governance response to the 
pandemic: Trump has finally found a product which, different from hydroxy-
chloroquine and bleach, appears to work, reflects his lifestyle and can be sold, 
with his personal endorsement, on television.
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A New Period in  
History: Decolonizing 
Film Archives in a Time 
of Pandemic Capitalism

Didi Cheeka

26 years ago, carried away by the bourgeois euphoria 
over the fall of the Soviet Union, Francis Fukuyama 
made the now infamous prediction that history had 
ended—its final expression, the capitalist mode of 
production. But, unfortunately for Fukuyama, his-
tory is not easily disposed of—by merely proclaiming 
its demise on the pages of a book. It has re-asserted 
itself with vengeance and its funeral orator was 
forced to re-edit his oratory. Things, as Hegel said, 
become their opposite: statues and monuments 
erected in celebration of slavery and colonization are 
being pulled-down and, rather than an end, what we 
are witnessing is the opening of a new period in world 
history. My attitude, as a researcher of (de)colonial 
film archives—in a time of the pandemic crisis of capi-
talism—is to theorize and historicize this study within  
the ongoing political struggle for decolonization.
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All that is solid melts into air  

Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels

A specter stalks the world: the specter of the COVID-19 pandemic. To further 
deploy the words of Marx and Engels set down in The Communist Manifesto, 
“The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the 
bourgeoisie over the entire surface of the globe.” It is this, the establishment 
and exploitation of the world market, that has given a cosmopolitan charac-
ter not just to production and consumption but also to epidemics. The same 
instruments—improved and immensely facilitated means of production and 
communication—by which the bourgeoisie, in its nascent period, had drawn 
ex-colonial societies into capitalist civilization have become, in the period of its 
senile decay, facilitators of newly-emerging infectious diseases from country 
to country. 

No doubt, referring to Marx and Engels evokes, already, the question of the 
revolutionary overthrow of capitalism. Whereas I subscribe to the Marxist 
ideology, I particularly reference Marx to evoke the capitalist phase of primi-
tive accumulation—I deploy this to the coloniality of imperial archives, that is, 
as owing their existence to the violent extraction of visual raw materials from 
ex-colonies. The extraction of colonized bodies from colonies and subse-
quent enslavement in imperial countries, the extraction of raw materials from 
colonies to feed imperial industry were complemented by the extraction of 
artefacts and visual [human] raw material framed in celluloid to feed imperial 
anthropological museums and audio-visual archives.

In a sense, then, it is correct to say that colonial [film] archives—as sources/
sites of knowledge—are not, to reference Azoulay, “benign sites of research,” 
and to uncritically engage with these sources/sites is to “take part in the 
conflation of violence and scholarship.” To treat them otherwise leads, further 
referencing Azoulay, to “easily inhabiting the scripted roles offered to us as 
scholars, curators, photographers, and spectators.” In the wake of growing 
protests over the latest racist police killing in the US, Afua Hirsch has written 
in The Guardian that “the racism that killed George Floyd was built in Britain.” 
While agreeing with the body of the writing, I insist that the racism responsible 
for the recent killing was built in ex-colonies. It is through this prism that I will 
engage with researching, theorizing, and historicizing colonial cinema and 
archives in a time of pandemic capitalism.

I was already engaged in this task before the new coronavirus achieved pan-
demic level. In foregrounding the problem posed to this task by the pandemic, 
my intention is to reference, not the earlier phase of research but the period 
just before the viral wave—which took shape during the Everything Passes, 
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Except the Past - (De)colonial Film Archives workshop held in Lisbon. (I’m 
referring to the archival workshop in Lisbon, 2019, when a group of filmmak-
ers, activists, and researchers from Africa and Europe gathered to discuss 
the past, present, and future of archives with film material from colonial and 
anti-colonial contexts. The workshop, run by Goethe Institut Portugal, was 
intended to initiate a platform for a call to action and reflection on decoloniz-
ing film archives.)

As both fall-out and follow-up to the workshop, a Call for Action & Reflection 
on Decolonising Archives was migrated digitally at the Latitude Festival - 
Rethinking Power Relations due to restrictions imposed by the pandemic. The 
digital festival, involving readings and panel discussions via Zoom video meet-
ings, revealed digital possibilities and, at the same time, sharply underlined 
geographical inequalities and limitations inherent in usage—for instance, I 
experienced technical difficulties participating from Nigeria.

The spread of the virus will dramatically accelerate protectionist tendencies on 
a world scale—I mean this not in reference to international trade, but rather, 
to cultural exchange, since travel barriers would seriously impact international 
research and residencies. Digital migration, triggered by the pandemic, will 
likely increase, ushering in less reliance on humans and more on automa-
tion—an increase in remote working, videoconferencing, and other new 
workplace communication technologies will further widen the north-south 
abyss and bring into sharp focus the (neo)colonial structures responsible for 
the cultural-historical circumstances in the ex-colonies. 

Under the impact of the new coronavirus, which has set in motion a rapidly 
unfolding chain reaction on a world scale—from protests against systemic rac-
ism to the struggle for decolonization of monuments—all the contradictions of 
capitalism are coming crashing to the surface. Necessity, to reference Engels, 
expresses itself as accident. The virus is only an accidental trigger for all the 
accumulated tensions of colonization—expressed in Black Lives Matter, the 
Monuments Must Fall movement, and demands for decolonization and resti-
tution. These movements and demands are part of the crisis of the capitalist 
system heightened by the pandemic. 
Writing about the far reaching and enduring effects of May ‘68 on film criticism 
and theory, Donato Totaro has stated: “Cahiers du Cinéma, once an auteurist 
journal, became politically surcharged... Cinéthique, which began publication 
in January 1969, took a more radical position than Cahiers by abandoning nar-
rative cinema and championing marginal cinema (documentary, avant-garde)” 
(Totaro 1998). What would (de)colonial archives look like post-pandemic—what 
new life and meaning would they acquire? What form would researching, 
theorizing, and historicizing these archives assume? Who will have access to 
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these archives—from the standpoint of power relations inherent in ownership 
and interpretation?

In this period of politicization of artistic and academic life—with calls to 
decolonize film studies, cinema, and archives—researching, theorizing, and 
historicizing (de)colonial film archives demands a terminological approach 
previously mostly specific to political economy. I turn to Marx, therefore, who 
wrote in the pages of Capital that “the turning of Africa into a warren for the 
commercial hunting of black-skins... are the chief momenta of primitive accu-
mulation.” Activist author Naomi Klein has described what she calls “disaster 
capitalism”—a profit-driven approach to natural and man-made disasters. In 
the wake of the COVID-19 crisis, the world seems set for the shock doctrine to 
strike again. 

To elaborate: Among the first films made in Nigeria as part of the colonial 
enterprise is the film Anti-Plague Operations (1929), on the effort to curtail an 
earlier pandemic—the bubonic plague. Much like the method, in primitive 
accumulation, of appropriating colonial raw materials for private imperial 
profit, colonial audio-visual productions have been privatized in commercial 
film archives in the UK—commodifying colonized bodies visually and effec-
tively denying ex-colonial users access to their visual bodies. The continuing 
holding of films from former colonies in commercial archives, especially in the 
current pandemic, preventing non-commercial access in imperial countries 
smacks of Klein’s label. 

So, to refer to the violence of primitive accumulation archived in colonial 
audio-visual sites means more than actual physical violence—it is in reference, 
also, to the violence inherent in its presumption, the violence of presuming the 
sole right of ownership of images of colonized people and excluding them, in 
practice, from right and access to these images. The violence is not, therefore, 
solely in the method of acquisition, but also in the power relations inherent in 
the repository, on what to archive, and who has access to them. This violence 
extends to research: how do we research films from (de)colonial archives in a 
time of pandemic crisis of capitalism?

To consider the question: Contrary to claims by the archives, most, if not all, 
European archives have only a fraction of their archival holdings online—so 
research, even if digital possibilities permit, can hardly be conducted online. 
This, again, underlines the restrictions imposed by the pandemic on scholars 
from the south—research requires on-site presence, rendered impossible by 
travel restrictions. Distance research, via digital possibilities, is further encum-
bered by power relations—the imperial power to name colonized people. For 
instance, researching Angola’s struggles against colonization in Portuguese 
archives turns up nothing like revolutionaries or freedom fighters—except 
under the imperial label of Angolan terrorists.
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Perhaps, related somewhat to the above, it would be possible to mention 
a colonial production, Daybreak in Udi, which won an Oscar (1950) at the Acad-
emy Awards for Best Documentary and also received a BAFTA Award for Best 
Documentary Film, without much digression—Daybreak, filmed in eastern 
Nigeria about the building of a community health center, is a fictional film 
presented as documentary. I mention this film to highlight how the imperial 
camera’s access to colonized human raw material could produce a regime of 
truth for scholars, curators, artists, and researchers to consult as benign sites 
of knowledge. 

It is possible to say that these issues are only tangentially connected with the 
problems of researching (de)colonial film archives in a pandemic. I connect 
one with the other, however tenuously, to highlight an ignored aspect of the 
pandemic—ex-colonies handled the outbreak better than imperial countries. 
This speaks to the fight to decolonize film archives: the cliché is that ex-
colonies are incapable of handling their own archives, hence, the refusal to 
restitute.

To end by posing questions that go to the heart of the struggle to decolonize 
archives, questions calculated not to provide ready-made answers but serve, 
rather, to trigger discourse: how would films from (de)colonial archives be pre-
sented post-pandemic, so as not to reproduce the violence inherent in their 
production? What new truth, in terms of speculating and repurposing these 
materials, would post-pandemic researchers of these archives bring to bear? 
And how do we decolonize archives when colonialism still exists in a different 
form? Perhaps, then, as Marx said, the thing is not to theorize decoloniza-
tion but, rather, to overthrow the very structure that periodically gives rise to 
pandemics.
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Anticipating the 
Colonial Apocalypse: Jeff 
Barnaby’s Blood Quantum

Kester Dyer

This article considers how Jeff Barnaby’s Indigenous 
zombie feature Blood Quantum, released online  
during the COVID-19 pandemic, underscores long-
standing Indigenous viewpoints which anticipate  
the tensions magnified by this crisis. Drawing on the 
film’s reception in the media as well as interviews 
with creative personnel, this essay frames its analyses 
within Indigenous theoretical paradigms while mobi-
lizing the feminist concept of “epistemic privilege.” 
Thus, it argues that Blood Quantum, partly through 
intertextual allusions to earlier anti-racist horror 
cinema, highlights the convergence of Indigenous 
responses to colonialism with interventions that 
oppose anti-Black racism. In addition, this essay finds 
that Blood Quantum innovates with genre in ways that 
mirror the emphasis placed on reciprocity by Indige-
nous thinkers, while firmly rejecting the recenter-
ing of Indigenous struggles around white allyship. 
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Although Blood Quantum succeeds in stressing the 
crucial significance of Indigenous perspectives for 
contesting injustices compounded by COVID-19, mis-
comprehension yet remains about the link between 
the lived realities of Indigenous peoples and the film’s 
aesthetic choices. This essay concludes that such 
persistent biases confirm the vital urgency of ensur-
ing the increased prominence and broad influence of 
Indigenous viewpoints to counter the homogenizing 
tendency of Eurocentric culture.

Introduction
Mi’kmaw director Jeff Barnaby’s much anticipated second feature Blood 
Quantum portrays an apocalyptic contagion in a strikingly topical way. Pre-
miering at the Toronto International Film Festival in 2019, its theatrical release, 
planned for spring 2020, was canceled due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Never-
theless, Blood Quantum, fully exploiting the allegorical potential of the zombie 
subgenre, remarkably echoes current global health and political crises. 
Premised on the spread of a horrific disease that turns non-Indigenous people 
into zombies but to which Indigenous people are immune, the film’s narrative, 
coupled with an online release coincident with racial tensions in the wake of 
COVID-19, intensifies engagement with the history and legacy of colonialism 
in North America. As such, Blood Quantum illuminates the crucial significance 
of Indigenous perspectives for contesting flawed hegemonic social and 
political structures, and urges viewers to more incisively critique the bases of 
colonial violence long denounced by Indigenous artists, scholars, activists, and 
leaders. 

Set in 1981 on a fictional reserve that stands in for Barnaby’s home community 
of Listuguj, which was raided by Québec provincial police that same year, 
Blood Quantum builds on this historical moment.1 This approach correlates 
with patterns observed by Grace L. Dillon, who notes that Indigenous genre 
authors often imagine alternate histories to “well-known cataclysms” where 

1 On June 12 and 20, 1981, Québec minister for Recreation, Hunting and Fishing Lucien 
Lessard ordered two provincial police raids on the Mi’kmaw community of Listuguj, 
aiming to forcibly limit their fishing activities. These events are documented in the 
1984 NFB documentary Incident at Restigouche by celebrated Abenaki filmmaker Alanis 
Obomsawin. Barnaby has credited Obomsawin’s work, and this film in particular, as 
having had a profound impact on his filmmaking career.
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historical circumstances are inverted, with Indigenous figures either coming 
out as victors or at least being at the center of the narrative (2012, 9). In 
Barnaby’s case, the 1981 Restigouche raids clearly correspond to such an 
event and are combined in Blood Quantum with the history of decimating 
epidemics following Indigenous encounters with Europeans. In the film, 
Indigenous characters, led by Traylor, the reserve’s head of police, Joss, 
his ex-partner and mother of his youngest son Joseph, and Traylor’s father 
Gisigu, a sword-wielding elder, do battle with the zombified white population 
and struggle to deal with white survivors seeking refuge on their territory. 
In parallel, the group also contends with internal discord catalyzed by Lysol, 
Traylor’s troubled older son from a previous relationship, who opposes 
the accommodation of white survivors. By deploying the zombie, a figure 
associated with the history of Black enslavement, Blood Quantum aligns itself 
with other non-white peoples oppressed by European colonialism, a move 
consistent with Leanne Betasamosake Simpson’s call for Indigenous activists 
to form “constellations of co-resistance with other movements,” including 
“radical communities of color” (2016, 27). Meanwhile, Blood Quantum focusses 
firmly on a struggle over land in accordance with Glen Coulthard’s concept 
of “grounded normativity,” which emphasizes connections between land, 
knowledge, and ethical relationships (2014, 13). Thus, drawing on the film’s 
reception in the media and interviews with creative personnel, this essay 
argues that Blood Quantum ’s basis in Indigenous thought, redeployment 
of genre, and thematic relevance highlight the perspicuity of Indigenous 
concerns and the vital importance of scholarly, pedagogical and cultural 
spaces that center on and heed unobstructed Indigenous viewpoints and 
epistemologies.

Epistemic Privilege
Several film critics describe Blood Quantum ’s unsettling relevance as “timely” 
or “prescient” (Crucchiola 2020; Tallerico 2020; Yamato 2020), but the film 
rearticulates core ideas long held by Indigenous scholars, leaders, and artists. 
Accordingly, though he acknowledges the film’s timing in terms of reflecting 
the current sociopolitical moment, Barnaby himself distinguishes this from 
prescience. “What I am doing here isn’t even prescient,” he explains, “because 
it’s a pulse that was already in the culture. It ’s always been in the culture” 
(Bramesco 2020). Indeed, global human and environmental crises anticipated 
by Barnaby’s film constitute lived reality for Indigenous peoples. The film 
thus brings perspective to the broader effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Barnaby downplays Blood Quantum ’s insight in anticipating the wide-ranging 
consequences of the virus as a mere reflection of longstanding Indigenous 
realities (Monkman 2020), and points out that “what’s interesting about this 
virus is … it’s the way Native people have always lived. It ’s nothing new for 



366 Pandemic Media

a Native community to face record unemployment while at the same time 
dealing with large amounts of diseases” (Crucchiola 2020). Indeed, Dillon’s 
analysis of Indigenous futurism confirms that “it is almost commonplace to 
think that the Native Apocalypse, if contemplated seriously, has already taken 
place” (2012, 8). Likewise, Simpson describes her own nation’s experience of 
colonialism as “four centuries of apocalyptic violence in the name of dispos-
session” (Simpson 2016, 21). Echoing these views, Michael Greyeyes, who plays 
Traylor in Blood Quantum, describes the colonial settler state as “another 
kind of apocalypse,” noting that “his community knows only too well what it 
feels like to fight against annihilation.” Elle-Máijá Tailfeathers, who plays Joss, 
concurs with Greyeyes. Indigenous people live with “the daily reality of state-
sanctioned systemic violence,” she explains, “zombie apocalypse or not, our 
realities wouldn’t be all that different” (Wong 2019). And, although some critics 
fail to comprehend the film’s dialogue and acting choices (Ehrlich 2020; Hertz 
2020; Tallerico 2020), others recognize the appropriateness of Indigenous 
actors’ performances, acknowledging, for example, that Traylor’s father 
Gisigu (Stonehorse Lone Goeman) reacts to events in a manner that is suit-
ably horrified, yet composed, evidence that this elder has “seen and survived 
plenty before zombies” (Yamato 2020) (fig. 1). As Greyeyes summarizes, “We’re 
survivors. We totally get it …. Who would be the best survivor in an actual 
apocalypse? Us” (Wong 2019). 

[Figure 1] Gisigu (Stonehorse Lone Goeman), composed as he prepares to defend the land 

against white zombies (Blood Quantum (2019), Jeff Barnaby).

These views speak to the notion of “epistemic privilege,” which, contrary to 
economic, social, and political privilege, transpires as the possession of a deep 
understanding of systemic inequalities through one’s material disadvantages 
and the lived experience of discrimination. The concept of epistemic privilege 
was developed most notably by feminist standpoint theorists and applies to 
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any marginalized group. Starting from the basis that knowledge is socially 
situated, it posits that the lived experiences of marginalized groups enable 
them to discern the deep structural patterns of systems that oppress them, 
which tend to remain invisible to those in positions of social, political, and eco-
nomic privilege. Thus, according to Sandra Harding, “standpoint theories map 
how a social or political disadvantage can be turned into an epistemological, 
scientific, and political advantage” (2004, 7–8). Blood Quantum combines this 
idea with an innovative take on the zombie movie that links it to analogous 
Black struggles. Indeed, the film recollects and builds on the resourceful-
ness attributed to Ben (Duane Jones), the Black hero of George A. Romero’s 
classic Night of The Living Dead (1968). Like his Indigenous counterparts in Blood 
Quantum, Ben proves better equipped than white characters to withstand 
the zombie apocalypse, having personally experienced the legacy of slavery 
(fig. 2). Likewise, in Barnaby’s own allegory, Indigenous characters have devel-
oped a physical immunity to the contagion, presumably due to their prior 
exposure to colonialism and its ongoing iterations. No Black characters appear 
in Blood Quantum, just as no characters from other non-white groups appear 
in Night of the Living Dead. Yet, Romero’s film has been compellingly read as 
a critique of other forms of oppression and imperialism due to the socio-
political context of its release (the same year as the Tet offensive in Vietnam, 
and of the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy), and 
also because of the interconnectedness of class and ethnic conflicts implied 
by the film, as well as an “absent presence” of other oppressed peoples in its 
narrative and aesthetics (Higashi 1990). By extension, the absence of non-
Indigenous, non-white characters in Blood Quantum reciprocates Romero’s far-
reaching condemnation of white supremacy. Thus, Blood Quantum ’s implicit 
reference to its legendary precursor suggests co-resistance against European 
colonialism manifested as hordes of ravenous white zombies.

[Figure 2] Ben (Duane Jones), better equipped than white characters to withstand the zombie 

apocalypse (Night of the Living Dead (1968), George A. Romero). 
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Indigenous Reciprocity
Eurocentrism posits western knowledge as inherently superior, obscures 
its own contradictions, and encourages intrinsically dehumanizing attitudes 
that preclude reciprocity (Shohat and Stam 1996, 1–3). Its limitations prove 
not only destructive to those it oppresses, but also to itself. In contrast, 
many Indigenous thinkers value reciprocity for sustainable life. In Red Skins, 
White Masks, Coulthard draws on anticolonial thinker Frantz Fanon and 
adapts Marxist theory, rendering the latter compatible with core Indigenous 
principles. These enriching exchanges mirror Barnaby’s genre innovations. 
Both Blood Quantum and Night of the Living Dead depict the warning Jean-Paul 
Sartre directs to Europeans in his introduction to Fanon’s The Wretched of the 
Earth. “In these shadows from whence a new dawn will break, it is you who 
are the zombies” (1963, 13), Sartre writes. But Blood Quantum enhances the 
portrayal of (self-)destructive and (self-)dehumanizing colonialism. Shifting 
the emphasis of Marxism, Coulthard specifies that the settler state primarily 
targets Indigenous land over Indigenous labor, and that Indigenous struggles 
are “not only for land in a material sense, but also deeply informed by what 
the land as a system of reciprocal relations and obligations can teach us about 
living our lives in relation to one another and the natural world in nondomi-
nating and nonexploitative terms” (2014, 13). Blood Quantum dramatizes this 
conflict as white survivors covet reserve space above the bodily protection 
afforded by their Mi’kmaw hosts. Survivors hide the truth to enter the reserve 
as an emergency measure, not as an opportunity to fundamentally redefine 
their relationship to the land and others. This epitomizes the west’s persistent 
unwillingness to discern and genuinely tackle the root cause of global crises. 
Indeed, white survivors and some Mi’kmaq, like Traylor’s oldest son Lysol 
(Kiowa Gordon), replicate the brutality of the colonial system, and end up 
polluting Indigenous territory as a last viable refuge (fig. 3). 
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[Figure 3] Lysol’s (Kiowa Gordon) anger, though warranted, comes to replicate colonial brutality 

(Blood Quantum (2019), Jeff Barnaby).

By continuing to ignore and suppress Indigenous ideas, Blood Quantum 
suggests, the Eurocentric capitalist and colonialist worldview, unless effec-
tively countered by the very epistemologies it occludes, will destroy itself 
and others. This aspect of the film’s social commentary echoes recent real-
world conflicts such as the Wetʼsuwetʼen land defenders’ protests against 
the Coastal GasLink Pipeline through unceded Indigenous territory in British 
Columbia, a project oxymoronically justified as ecologically progressive 
(“Trudeau Touts”), and coercively enforced by the Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police, an organization that has now finally acknowledged its own systemic 
racism (Ballingall 2020; Walsh, LeBlanc and Tait 2020). Indeed, it is telling that 
certain conservative politicians see the COVID-19 pandemic as a unique oppor-
tunity to press on with pipeline building unimpeded by protestors during 
confinement (Bracken 2020). Seemingly mirroring such issues, Blood Quantum 
memorably visualizes elders’ struggles to protect the land when, in his final 
scene, Gisigu refuses to abandon Mi’kmaw territory again and, filmed in a 
long shot that emphasizes his tenacious struggle against overwhelming odds, 
single-handedly battles a swarm of zombies.

Implicating Non-Indigenous Viewers, Decentering 
White Narratives 

Barnaby does not underestimate white society’s stubborn refusal to recognize 
the need for spaces where Indigenous knowledge can flourish unimpeded. 
Indeed, his hard-hitting style and adoption of the zombie subgenre astutely 
communicate, through irony and excess, the destructive contradictions 
of Eurocentrism and the imperative to listen to Indigenous ideas. Barnaby 
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openly expresses his desire to deploy genre filmmaking to reach “younger and 
broader audiences,” and admits to deliberately instrumentalizing the current 
hyperpopularity of the zombie film to encourage viewer engagement with 
difficult issues, both historical and ongoing (Black 2020). Indeed, the premise 
of Blood Quantum is inherently edifying. As lead actor, Michael Greyeyes 
recognizes, the “idea that colonial history has been reenacted subversively 
is a message that even the most non-political, non-socially informed person 
will understand right away” (Yamato 2020). At the same time, Blood Quantum 
heeds Simpson’s warning against recentering Indigenous struggles around 
white allyship (Simpson 2016, 30). Non-Indigenous characters remain largely 
peripheral. Only Charlie, the pregnant girlfriend of Traylor’s and Joss’s teenage 
son Joseph, takes up significant narrative space. Barnaby’s initial difficulties 
in getting his project funded (Lipsett 2020; Wong 2019), however, reflect an 
ongoing reluctance to support Indigenous-centered stories.2 Commenting 
on why he found no takers when he proposed the project to financiers in 
2007, Barnaby explains that “nobody was ready to hear that the great cap-
italist dream was falling apart and colonialism was going to help usher us into 
destruction. So it was the culture that took catching up to the script. Nothing 
changed, just the cultural perception of it” (Yamato 2020). In Blood Quantum, 
signs of an attitudinal change are barely perceptible. Only in Charlie’s dying 
moments do we sense a recognition of the West’s absurd self-destructiveness. 
Having just given birth to a daughter, but doomed to die of a zombie bite, 
Charlie protects the child from herself by handing her over to Joseph and Joss. 
Charlie then asks to be killed before turning into “one of those dead people.” 
Her child’s entrustment to its Indigenous family ironically upturns Canada’s 
genocidal education and childcare policies, a reversal that is underscored 
in the film’s final shot of Joss holding the baby.3 Here, it is white society that 
is deemed “unfit” to educate the next generation (fig. 4). Hope for humanity 
amid the chaos rests partly on the decentering of whiteness signaled by 
Charlie’s self-effacement. 

2 In spite of these initial difficulties, Blood Quantum was announced as boasting “the 
largest-ever production budget for an Indigenous film in Canada,” according to a 2019 
imagineNATIVE report (Black).

3 Residential schools formed a central part of Canada’s policy to assimilate all Indigenous 
people (an aim explicitly stated in 1920 by Duncan Campbell Scott, Deputy Minister of 
Indian Affairs). This system forcibly separated Indigenous children from their families 
and communities, placing them in church-run institutions often located at great dis-
tances away from their homes, and exposing them to institutionalized neglect, physical 
and sexual abuse, and high death rates. It is estimated that 150,000 Indigenous children 
attended residential schools in Canada from 1883 to the late 1990s (Truth and Reconcili-
ation Commission 4). The “Sixties Scoop” is the term popularly attributed to the dis-
proportionate, and largely non-consensual, removal of Indigenous children from their 
families into provincial childcare, foster care, and adoption programs, a phenomenon 
intensified in the 1960s but not limited to this decade, and which arguably continues 
today (Hanson 2009, Vowel 2016).
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[Figure 4] Joss (Elle-Máijá Tailfeathers) holding her newborn granddaughter. (Blood Quantum 

(2019), Jeff Barnaby). 

Conclusion
With Blood Quantum, Barnaby reiterates viewpoints long-expressed by 
Indigenous commentators, but his innovations with genre and their implicit 
alignment with co-resistant communities find new ways of challenging 
western assumptions about the political crises surfacing with global pan-
demics like COVID-19. In his own words, Barnaby Indigenizes horror (Bramesco 
2020). However, not all mainstream critics understand or welcome the stylistic 
imperatives of these innovations. Unused to sharing communicative space 
with works anchored in other traditions, these critics blame the author’s 
creative choices for their own inability to follow narrative patterns or 
empathize with characters (Ehrlich 2020; Hertz 2020; Tallerico 2020; Vincentelli 
2020). Such dissent doubtless rests in part with a disproportionate investment 
in individualism rather than in reciprocity, and with a lack of awareness of the 
lived realities of marginalized groups. Barry Hertz, for example, reproaches 
Barnaby for overemphasizing Lysol’s complexity, and describes this antagonist 
as a “side character,” thereby failing to grasp Lysol’s centrality to the film’s 
exploration of the legacy of colonial policies. Astonished that certain 
viewers fail to understand the motivations for Lysol’s anger even though 
the film makes clear this character’s traumatic experience of the childcare 
system (Crucchiola 2020), Barnaby elaborates on the considerable burden of 
informing non-Indigenous audiences about the historical roots of colonialism 
and white privilege. “A lot of people are not ‘getting’ the film because they 
don’t know the contextual history underlying the ideas,” he observes. “That’s 
always the issue when you’re dealing with a non-Native audience; they’re not 
going to understand where you’re coming from” (Black 2020). In contrast with 
the above-mentioned commentators who divorce their appraisal of the film 
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from anything beyond a superficial understanding of its historical resonance, 
Joe Lipsett, whose article probes the historical and sociopolitical significance 
of the film more incisively, praises its character development as well-crafted 
and its performances as compelling and soliciting audience investment. Thus, 
although meaningful understanding of Indigenous narrative and its aes-
thetic logic is attainable for viewers open to non-hegemonic worldviews and 
approaches, continued miscomprehension only confirms the urgent need to 
counter the homogenizing tendency of Eurocentric culture. 

Meanwhile, Blood Quantum also signals its solidarity with parallel inter-
ventions opposing anti-Black and other forms of racism. Tellingly, not only 
is Lysol a character whose complexity exposes him to being misunderstood, 
he is also the character who most explicitly articulates co-resistance with 
non-white allies when he stresses the threat posed by white survivors seeking 
shelter and describes them as “never [having] seen a brown person since their 
grandparents owned one.” In light of recent Black Lives Matter protests, fueled 
also by the exposure of racial injustice during COVID-19, this alignment further 
augments the film’s apparent prescience. And while enduring Eurocentric 
stereotypes of Indigenous ghosts tend to mobilize such supernatural figures 
as a way to “disappear” Indigenous presence from the territory now known 
as North America, for Michelle Raheja, works by Indigenous artists deploying 
Indigenous ghosts conversely “draw attention to the embodied present and 
future” of Indigenous peoples (2011, 146). As such, even though Blood Quantum 
engages with the zombie rather than the ghost, the clairvoyance attributed 
to this film appears to correlate with Raheja’s theorization of Indigenous 
prophecy. Indeed, Blood Quantum combines the zombie’s origins in the idea 
of eternal Black slavery with the parallel idea of eternal Indigenous dispos-
session. Appropriating both of these tropes, Blood Quantum instead casts the 
white population as eternally (self-)enslaved to boundless systems of accu-
mulation and (self-)dispossessed of the rich reciprocal possibilities of learning 
from non-western epistemologies.
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