
VOL 19 NO 4  VOLUME EDITORS LANFRANCO ACETI & DONNA LEISHMAN  
EDITORIAL MANAGERS SHEENA CALVERT & ÖZDEN ŞAHİN
What is the relationship between contemporary digital media and 
contemporary society? Is it possible to a�rm that digital media are 
without sin and exist purely in a complex socio-political and economic 
context within which the users bring with them their ethical and 
cultural complexities? This issue, through a range of scholarly writings, 
analyzes the problems of ethics and sin within contemporary digital 
media frameworks.



I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 V O L  1 9  N O  4  L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C

LEA is a publication of Leonardo/ISAST.

Copyright 2013 ISAST

Leonardo Electronic Almanac

Volume 19 Issue 4

September 15, 2013

ISSN 1071-4391

ISBN 978-1-906897-26-0 

The ISBN is provided by Goldsmiths, University of London.

lea publishing & subscription information

Editor in Chief

Lanfranco Aceti lanfranco.aceti@leoalmanac.org

Co-Editor

Özden Şahin ozden.sahin@leoalmanac.org

Managing Editor

John Francescutti john.francescutti@leoalmanac.org

Art Director

Deniz Cem Önduygu deniz.onduygu@leoalmanac.org

Editorial Board

Peter J. Bentley, Ezequiel Di Paolo, Ernest Edmonds, Felice 

Frankel, Gabriella Giannachi, Gary Hall, Craig Harris, Sibel Irzık, 

Marina Jirotka, Beau Lotto, Roger Malina, Terrence Masson, 

Jon McCormack, Mark Nash, Sally Jane Norman, Christiane 

Paul, Simon Penny, Jane Prophet, Jeffrey Shaw, William 

Uricchio

Cover

Deniz Cem Önduygu

Editorial Address

Leonardo Electronic Almanac

Sabanci University, Orhanli – Tuzla, 34956 

Istanbul, Turkey 

Email

info@leoalmanac.org

Web

www.leoalmanac.org

www.twitter.com/LEA_twitts

www.flickr.com/photos/lea_gallery

www.facebook.com/pages/Leonardo-Electronic-

Almanac/209156896252

»

»

»

»

Copyright © 2013

Leonardo, the International Society for the Arts, 

Sciences and Technology

Leonardo Electronic Almanac is published by:

Leonardo/ISAST

211 Sutter Street, suite 501

San Francisco, CA 94108

USA

Leonardo Electronic Almanac (LEA) is a project of Leonardo/

The International Society for the Arts, Sciences and Technol-

ogy. For more information about Leonardo/ISAST’s publica-

tions and programs, see http://www.leonardo.info or contact 

isast@leonardo.info.

Leonardo Electronic Almanac is produced by 

Passero Productions.

Reposting of this journal is prohibited without permission of 

Leonardo/ISAST, except for the posting of news and events 

listings which have been independently received.

The individual articles included in the issue are © 2013 ISAST.

LeoNardo eLectroNIc aLmaNac, VoLume 19 ISSue 4 

Without Sin: Freedom and 
Taboo in Digital Media
VoLume edItorS 
lanfranco aceti & Donna leishman

edItorıaL maNagerS
sheena calvert & ÖzDen Şahin 



L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C  V O L  1 9  N O  4 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0

The Leonardo Electronic Almanac 
acknowledges the kind support 
for this issue of

N
e

w
 Y

o
r

k
 U

N
iv

e
r

s
it

Y
 i

s
 a

N
 a

f
f

ir
m

a
t

iv
e

 a
c

t
io

N
/
e

q
U

a
l

 o
p

p
o

r
t

U
N

it
Y

 i
N

s
t

it
U

t
io

N
. 

 Job: A1310_06_MusicTech
 Publication: LEA Journal 
 Size: 6.5” x 9.5” (no bleed) [177.8 mm x 254 mm trim]
 Color(s): b/w
 Material Type: jpg (300 dpi)
 Line Screen: 
 Delivery: email:  
 Issue Date: 
 Closing Date: 10.15.13
 Proof: F
 Date: 10.14.13

Music Technology
B.m., m.m., ph.D.
Including a new 3-Summer M.M.

immersive audio, computer music, informatics, 

cognition, recording and production

Music Composition
B.m., m.m., ph.D.
concert music, Jazz, film scoring,  

electro-acoustic, songwriting

•   Study with a premier faculty who are active in the local and international music field,  

including Juan pablo Bello, morwaread farbood, phil e. Galdston, paul Geluso,  

tae Hong park, kenneth peacock, agnieszka roginska, robert rowe, s. alex ruthmann, 

ronald sadoff, David schroeder, mark suozzo, and Julia wolfe

•   work within a large and enriching university environment in the heart of New York city

•   Have access to state-of-the-art facilities including the James l. Dolan music  

recording studio, one of the most technologically advanced audio teaching facilities  

in the United states

•   Collaborate with an outstanding variety of department performance groups, along  

with choreographers, visual artists, writers, filmmakers, and scholars in other fields

•   take advantage of special courses offered abroad and during the summer

visit www.steinhardt.nyu.edu/music or call 212 998 5424 to learn more.

music and performing arts professions

Ron Sadoff, Director



L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C  V O L  1 9  N O  4 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 V O L  1 9  N O  4  L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C

LIKE REALITY 
Birgit Bachler

MEDIA, MEMORY, AND REPRESENTATION IN THE DIGITAL AGE 
David R. Burns

DIFFERENTIAL SURVEILLANCE OF STUDENTS 
Deborah Burns

ANA-MATERIALISM & THE PINEAL EYE: 
BECOMING MOUTH-BREAST 
Johnny Golding

DANCING ON THE HEAD OF A SIN: 
TOUCH, DANCE AND TABOO 
Sue Hawksley

“THERE MUST BE SOMETHING WRONG WITH THIS, SALLY…” 
Ken Hollings

COPYRIGHT AND DIGITAL ART PRACTICE 
Smita Kheria

CURATING, PIRACY AND THE INTERNET EFFECT 
Alana Kushnir

PRECARIOUS DESIGN 
Donna Leishman

WITHOUT SIN: FREEDOM AND TABOO IN DIGITAL MEDIA 
Donna Leishman

POST-SOCIETY: DATA CAPTURE AND ERASURE ONE CLICK AT A TIME 
Lanfranco Aceti

10

16

SEDUCTIVE TECHNOLOGIES AND INADVERTENT VOYEURS 
EFFECT 

Simone O’Callaghan

ANONYMOUS SOCIAL AS POLITICAL 
Kriss Ravetto-Biagioli

CONTENT OSMOSIS AND THE POLITICAL ECONOMY 
OF SOCIAL MEDIA 
Don Ritter

RE-PROGRAM MY MIND 
Debra Swack

THE PREMEDIATION OF IDENTITY MANAGEMENT IN 
ART & DESIGN 
Sandra Wilson & Lilia Gomez Flores

PORNOGRAPHY, ALTERITY, DIVINITY 
Charlie Gere

DO WE NEED MORALITY ANYMORE? 
Mikhail Pushkin

THE ECONOMIES OF LANGUAGE IN DIGITAL SPACE/S 
Sheena Calvert

Leonardo Electronic Almanac
Volume 19 Issue 4

26

36

52

66

84

100

114

128

148

C O N T E N T SC O N T E N T S

162

178

198

220

236

256

268

280

6 7



L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C  V O L  1 9  N O  4 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 V O L  1 9  N O  4  L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C

NSA: No Speaking Aloud, Anonymous, 2013.

8 9



L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C  V O L  1 9  N O  4 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 V O L  1 9  N O  4  L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C

“Oh, in the name of God! Now I know what it feels 
like to be God!” 

   Frankenstein (1931)

They must have felt like gods at the NSA when 
they discovered that they were able to spy on any-
one. What feels ridiculous to someone that works 
with digital media is the level of ignorance that 
people continue to have about how much every-
one else knows or can know about ‘you.’ If only 
people were willing to pay someone, or to spend a 
bit of time searching through digital data services 
themselves,they would discover a range of services 
that have started to commercialize collective data: 
bought and sold through a range of semi-public busi-
nesses and almost privatized governmental agencies. 
Public records of infractions and crimes are available 
for ‘you’ to know what ‘your’ neighbor has been up 
to.These deals, if not outright illegal, are character-
ized by unsolved ethical issues since they are a ‘sell-
ing’ of state documents that were never supposed to 
be so easily accessible to a global audience.

Concurrently as I write this introduction, I read that 
the maddened Angela Merkel is profoundly shocked 
that her mobile phone has been tapped into – this 
is naive at best but also deeply concerning: since to 
not understand what has happened politically and 
technologically in the 21st century one must have 
been living on the moon.Perhaps it is an act or a 
pantomimestagedfor the benefit of those ‘common’ 
people that need to continue living with the strong 

belief or faith that their lives are in good hands, that of 
the state.

Nevertheless it speaks of a ‘madness’ of the politician 
as a category. A madness characterized by an alien-
ation from the rest of society that takes the form of 
isolation. This isolation is, in Foucauldian terms, none 
other than the enforcement of a voluntary seclusion in 
the prison and the mad house. 

The prisons within which the military, corporate, finan-
cial and political worlds have shut themselves in speak 
increasingly of paranoia and fear. As such the voluntary 
prison within which they have sought refuge speaks 
more and more the confused language that one may 
have imagined to hear from the Stultifera Navis.

Paranoia, narcissism and omnipotence, all belong to 
the delirium of the sociopaths, 1 who push towards 
the horizon, following the trajectory set by the ‘de-
ranged minds.’

It is for the other world that the madman sets sail 
in his fools’ boat; it is from the other world that he 
comes when he disembarks. 2

This otherworldliness – this being an alien from anoth-
er world – has increasingly become the characteristic 
of contemporary political discourse, which, detached 
from the reality of the ‘majority’ of people, feeds into 
the godlike complex. Foolishness and lunacy reinforce 
this perspective, creating a rationale that drives the 

Stultifera Navis towards its destiny inexorably, bringing 
all others with them. 

Having segregated themselves in a prison of their own 
doing, the politicians look at all others as being part of 
a large mad house. It is from the upper deck of a gilded 
prison that politicians stir the masses in the lower 
decks into a frenzy of fear and obedience.   

Why should it be in this discourse, whose forms we 
have seen to be so faithful to the rules of reason, 
that we find all those signs which will most mani-
festly declare the very absence of reason? 3

Discourses, and in particular political discourses, no 
longer mask the reality of madness and with it the 
feeling of having become omnipotent talks of human 
madness in its attempt to acquire the impossible: that 
of being not just godlike, but God. 

As omnipotent and omniscient gods the NSA should 
allow the state to ‘see.’The reality is that the ‘hands’ of 
the state are no longer functional and have been sub-
stituted with prostheses wirelessly controlled by the 
sociopaths of globalized corporations. Theamputation 
of the hands happenedwhile the state itself was mer-
rily looking somewhere else, tooblissfullybusy counting 
the money that was flowing through neo-capitalistic 
financial dreams of renewed prosperity and Napole-
onic grandeur. 

The madness is also in the discourse about data, de-
prived of ethical concerns and rootedwithinpercep-
tions of both post-democracy and post-state.So much 
so that we could speak of a post-data society, within 
which the current post-societal existence is the con-
sequence of profound changes and alterations to an 
ideal way of living that technology – as its greatest sin – 
still presents as participatory and horizontal but not as 
plutocratic and hierarchical. 

In order to discuss the present post-societal condition, 
one would need first to analyze the cultural disregard 
that people have, or perhaps have acquired, for their 
personal data and the increasing lack of participation 
in the alteration of the frameworks set for post-data. 

This disregard for personal data is part of cultural 
forms of concession and contracting that are deter-
mined and shaped not by rights but through the mass 
loss of a few rights in exchange for a) participation 
in a product as early adopters (Google), b) for design 
status and appearance (Apple), c) social conventions 
and entertainment (Facebook) and (Twitter). 

Big data offers an insight into the problem of big loss-
es if a catastrophe, accidental or intentional, should 
ever strike big databases. The right of ownership 
of the ‘real object’ that existed in the data-cloudwill 
become the new arena of post-data conflict. In this 
context of loss, if the crisis of the big banks has dem-
onstrated anything, citizens will bear the brunt of the 
losses that will be spread iniquitously through ‘every-
one else.’

The problem is therefore characterized by multiple 
levels of complexity that can overall be referred to as 
a general problem of ethics of data, interpreted asthe 
ethical collection and usage of massive amounts of 
data. Also the ethical issues of post-data and their 
technologies has to be linked to a psychological un-
derstanding of the role that individuals play within so-
ciety, both singularly and collectively through the use 
of media that engender new behavioral social systems 
through the access and usage of big data as sources 
of information.

Both Prof. Johnny Golding and Prof. Richard Gere 
present in this collection of essays two perspectives 
that, by looking at taboos and the sinful nature of 
technology, demand from the reader a reflection on 

Post-Society: 
Data Capture and Erasure 
One Click at a Time 
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the role that ethics plays or no longer plays within 
contemporary mediated societies. 

Concepts of technological neutrality as well as eco-
nomic neutrality have become enforced taboos when 
the experiential understanding is that tools that pos-
sess a degree of danger should be handled with a 
modicum of self-control and restraint.

The merging of economic and technological neutral-
ity has generated corporate giants that have acquired 
a global stronghold on people’s digital data. In the 
construction of arguments in favor or against a modi-
cum of control for these economic and technological 
giants,the state and its political representatives have 
thus far considered it convenient not to side with the 
libertarian argument, since the control was being ex-
ercised on the citizen; a category to which politicians 
and corporate tycoons and other plutocrats and high-
er managers believe they do not belong to or want to 
be reduced to. 

The problem is then not so much that the German 
citizens, or the rest of the world, were spied on. The 
taboo that has been infringed is that Angela Merkel, a 
head of state, was spied on. This implies an unwillingly 
democratic reduction from the NSA of all heads of 
state to ‘normal citizens.’ The disruption and the vio-
lated taboo is that all people are data in a horizontal 
structure that does not admit hierarchical distinctions 
and discriminations. In this sense perhaps digital data 
are violating the last taboo: anyone can be spied upon, 
creating a truly democratic society of surveillance.

The construction of digital data is such that there 
is not a normal, a superior, a better or a worse, but 
everything and everyone is reduced to data. That 
includes Angela Merkel and any other head of state. 
Suddenly the process of spying represents a welcome 
reduction to a basic common denominator: there is no 

difference between a German head of state or a blue 
collar worker; the NSA can spy on both and digital 
data are collected on both. 

If anything was achieved by the NSA it was an egali-
tarian treatment of all of those who can be spied 
upon: a horizontal democratic system of spying that 
does not fear class, political status or money. This is 
perhaps the best enactment of American egalitarian-
ism: we spy upon all equally and fully with no discrimi-
nation based on race, religion, social status, political 
affiliation or sexual orientation. 

But the term spying does not quite manifest the pro-
found level of Panopticon within which we happen 
to have chosen to live, by giving up and squandering 
inherited democratic liberties one right at a time, 
through one agreement at a time, with one click at a 
time.

These are some of the contemporary issues that this 
new LEA volume addresses, presenting a series of 
writings and perspectives from a variety of scholarly 
fields.

This LEA volume is the result of a collaboration with 
Dr. Donna Leishman and presents a varied number 
of perspectives on the infringement of taboos within 
contemporary digital media. 

This issue features a new logo on its cover, that of 
New York University, Steinhardt School of Culture, 
Education, and Human Development. 

My thanks to Prof. Robert Rowe, Professor of Music 
and Music Education; Associate Dean of Research and 
Doctoral Studies at NYU, for his work in establishing 
this collaboration with LEA.

My gratitude to Dr. Donna Leishman whose time and 
effort has made this LEA volume possible.

I also have to thank the authors for their patience in 
complying with the LEA guidelines.

My special thanks go to Deniz Cem Önduygu who has 
shown commitment to the LEA project beyond what 
could be expected.

Özden Şahin has, as always, continued to provide valu-
able editorial support. 

Lanfranco Aceti 
Editor in Chief, Leonardo Electronic Almanac
Director, Kasa Gallery

1. Clive R. Boddy, “The Corporate Psychopaths Theory of 

the Global Financial Crisis,” Journal of Business Ethics 102, 

no. 2 (2011): 255.

2. Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of 

Insanity in the Age of Reason, trans. Richard Howard 

(London: Routledge, 2001), 11.

3. Ibid., 101.

E D I T O R I A LE D I T O R I A LE D I T O R I A L

1 2 1 3



L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C  V O L  1 9  N O  4 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 V O L  1 9  N O  4  L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C

NSA: No Speaking Aloud, Anonymous, 2013.

1 4 1 5



L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C  V O L  1 9  N O  4 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 V O L  1 9  N O  4  L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C

INTRODUCTION

“Without Sin: Freedom and Taboo in Digital Media” is 
both the title of this special edition and the title of 
a panel that was held at ISEA 2011. The goal of the 
panel was to explore the disinhibited mind’s ability 
to exercise freedom, act on desires and explore the 
taboo whilst also surveying the boarder question of 
the moral economy of human activity and how this is 
translates (or not) within digital media. The original 
panelists (some of whom have contributed to the this 
edition) helped to further delineate additional issues 
surrounding identity, ethics, human socialization and 
the need to better capture/understand/perceive how 
we are being affected by our technologies (for good 
or bad). 

In the call for participation, I offered the view that con-
temporary social technologies are continuously chang-
ing our practical reality, a reality where human experi-
ence and technical artifacts have become beyond 
intertwined, but for many interwoven, inseparable – if 
this were to be true then type of cognizance (legal 
and personal) do we need to develop? Implied in this 
call is the need for both a better awareness and juris-
diction of these emergent issues. Whilst this edition 
is not (and could not be) a unified survey of human 
activity and digital media; the final edition contains 
17 multidisciplinary papers spanning Law, Curation, 
Pedagogy, Choreography, Art History, Political Science, 
Creative Practice and Critical Theory – the volume at-
tempts to illustrate the complexity of the situation and 
if possible the kinship between pertinent disciplines. 

Human relationships are rich and they’re messy 
and they’re demanding. And we clean them up 
with technology. Texting, email, posting, all of these 
things let us present the self, as we want to be. We 
get to edit, and that means we get to delete, and 
that means we get to retouch, the face, the voice, 
the flesh, the body – not too little, not too much, 
just right. 1

Sherry Turkle’s current hypothesis is that technology 
has introduced mechanisms that bypass traditional 
concepts of both community and identity indeed that 
we are facing (and some of us are struggling with) an 
array of reconceptualizations. Zygmunt Bauman in his 
essay “From Pilgrim to Tourist – or a Short History of 
Identity” suggests that:

One thinks of identity whenever one is not sure 
if where one belongs; that is, one is not sure how 
to place oneself among the evident variety if 
behavioral styles and patterns, and how to make 
sure that people would accept this placement as 
right and proper, so that both sides would know 
how to go on in each other’s presence. ‘Identity’ is 
the name given to the escape sought from that 
uncertainty. 2

Our ‘post-social’ context where increased communica-
tion, travel and migration bought about by technologi-
cal advances has only multiplied Bauman’s conditions 
of uncertainty. Whilst there may be aesthetic tropes 
within social media, there is no universally accepted 

authority within contemporary culture nor is there an 
easy mutual acceptance of what is ‘right and proper’ 
after all we could be engaging in different iterations of 

“backward presence” or “forward presence” 3 whilst 
interacting with human and non-human alike (see 
Simone O’Callaghan’s contribution: “Seductive Tech-
nologies and Inadvertent Voyeurs” for a further explo-
ration of presence and intimacy).

Editing such a broad set of responses required an 
editorial approach that both allowed full expansion 
of each paper’s discourse whilst looking for intercon-
nections (and oppositions) in attempt to distil some 
commonalties. This was achieved by mentally placing 
citation, speculation and proposition between one 
another. Spilling the ‘meaning’ of the individual con-
tributions into proximate conceptual spaces inhabited 
by other papers and looking for issues that overlapped 
or resonated allowed me formulate a sense of what 
might become future pertinent themes, and what now 
follows below are the notes from this process.

What Social Contract?

Hereby it is manifest that during the time men live 
without a common power to keep them all in awe, 
they are in that condition which is called war; and 
such a war as is of every man against every man. 
(Thomas Hobbes in chapter XIII of the Leviathan 4)

Deborah Swack’s “FEELTRACE and the Emotions 
(after Charles Darwin),” Johnny Golding’s “Ana-Ma-
terialism & The Pineal Eye: Becoming Mouth-Breast” 
and Kriss Ravetto’s “Anonymous Social As Political” 
argue that our perception of political authority is 
somewhere between shaky towards becoming erased 
altogether. Whilst the original 17th century rational for 
sublimating to a political authority – i.e. we’d default 
back to a war like state in the absence of a binding 
social contract – seems like a overwrought fear, the 
capacity for repugnant anti-social behavior as a con-
sequence of no longer being in awe of any common 
power is real and increasingly impactful. 5 Problemati-
cally the notion of a government that has been cre-
ated by individuals to protect themselves from one 

another sadly seems hopelessly incongruent in today’s 
increasingly skeptical context. Co-joined to the dissi-
pation of perceptible political entities – the power dy-
namics of being ‘good’ rather than ‘bad’ and or ‘sinful’ 
appears to be one of most flimsy of our prior social 
borders. The new reality that allows us to transgress 
and explore our tastes and predictions from a remote 
and often depersonalized position feels safer (i.e. with 
less personal accountability) a scenario that is a fur-
ther exacerbated space vacated by the historic role of 
the church as a civic authority. Mikhail Pushkin in his 
paper “Do we need morality anymore?” explores the 
online moral value system and how this ties into the 
deleterious effect of the sensationalism in traditional 
mass media. He suggests that the absence of restric-
tive online social structure means the very conscious-
ness of sin and guilt has now changed and potentially 
so has our capability of experiencing the emotions 
tied to guilt. 6 Sandra Wilson and Lila Gomez in their 
paper “The Premediation of Identity Management in 
Art & Design – New Model Cyborgs – Organic & Digi-
tal” concur stating that “the line dividing taboos from 
desires is often blurred, and a taboo can quickly flip 
into a desire, if the conditions under which that inter-
action take place change.”

The Free?
The issue of freedom seems to be where much of 
the debate continues – between what constitutes 
false liberty and real freedoms. Unique in their own 
approach Golding’s and Pushkin’s papers challenge 
the premise that is implied in this edition’s title – that 

‘Freedom and Taboo’ even have a place at all in our 
contemporary existence as our established codes of 
morality (and ethics) have been radically reconfig-
ured. This stance made me recall Hobbes’s first treaty 
where he argued that “commodious living” (i.e. moral-
ity, politics, society), are purely conventional and that 
moral terms are not objective states of affairs but are 
reflections of tastes and preferences – indeed within 
another of his key concepts (i.e. the “State of Nature”) 
‘anything goes’ as nothing is immoral and or unjust. 6 It 
would ‘appear’ that we are freer from traditional in-
stitutional controls whilst at the same time one could 
argue that the borders of contiguous social forms (i.e. 

Without Sin:
Freedom and Taboo in 
Digital Media
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procedures, networks, our relationship to objects and 
things) seem to have dissipated alongside our capacity 
to perceive them. The problematic lack of an estab-
lished conventional commodious living such as Bau-
man’s idea that something is ‘right and proper’ is under 
challenge by the individualized complexity thrown up 
from our disinhibited minds, which can result in benign 
or toxic or ‘other’ behaviors depending on our person-
ality’s variables. 7 Ravetto describes how Anonymous 
consciously inhabits such an ‘other’ space:

Anonymous demonstrates how the common 
cannot take on an ethical or coherent political 
message. It can only produce a heterogeneity of 
spontaneous actions, contradictory messages, and 
embrace its contradictions, its act of vigilante jus-
tice as much as its dark, racist, sexist, homophobic 
and predatory qualities.

Perception 
Traditionally good cognition of identity/society/rela-
tionships (networks and procedures) was achieved 
through a mix of social conditioning and astute mind-
fulness. On the other hand at present the dissipation 
of contiguous social forms has problematized the 
whole process creating multiple social situations (new 
and prior) and rather than a semi-stable situation 
(to reflect upon) we are faced with a digital deluge 
of unverifiable information. Perception and memory 
comes up in David R. Burns’s paper “Media, Memory, 
and Representation in the Digital Age: Rebirth” where 
he looks at the problematic role of digital mediation 
in his personal experience of the 9/11. He recalls the 
discombobulating feeling of being: “part of the digi-
tal media being internationally broadcast across the 
world.” Burns seeks to highlight the media’s influence 
over an individual’s constructed memories. From a 
different perspective Charlie Gere reminds us of the 
prominence (and shortcomings) of our ocular-centric 
perspective in his discussion of “Alterity, Pornography, 

and the Divine” and cites Martin Jay’s essay “Scopic 
Regimes of Modernity” 8 which in turn explores a va-
riety of significant core concepts of modernity where 
vision and knowledge meet and influence one another. 
Gere/Jay’s line of references resurrect for the reader 
Michel Foucault’s notion of the “Panopticon” (where 
surveillance is diffused as a principle of social organi-
zation), 9 Guy DeDord’s The Society of the Spectacle 
i.e. “All that once was directly lived has become mere 
representation”) 10 and Richard Rorty’s Philosophy 
and the Mirror of Nature (published in 1979). 11 The 
latter gave form to an enduringly relevant question: 
are we overly reliant on a representational theory of 
perception? And how does this intersect with the 
risks associated with solipsistic introjection within non 
face-to-face online interactions? The ethics of ‘look-
ing’ and data collection is also a feature of Deborah 
Burns’s paper “Differential Surveillance of Students: 
Surveillance/Sousveillance Art as Opportunities for 
Reform” in which Burns asks questions of the higher 
education system and its complicity in the further 
erosion of student privacy. Burn’s interest in account-
ability bridges us back to Foucault’s idea of panoptic 
diffusion: 

He who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who 
knows it, assumes responsibility for the constraints 
of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon 
himself; he inscribes in himself the power relation 
in which he simultaneously plays both roles; he 
becomes the principle of his own subjection 12

In panoptic diffusion the knowingness of the subject 
is key – as we move towards naturalization of surveil-
lance and data capture through mass digitization such 
power relationships change. This is a concern mir-
rored by Eric Schmidt Google’s Executive Chairman 
when considering the reach of our digital footprints: 

“I don’t believe society understands what happens 
when everything is available, knowable and recorded 

by everyone all the time.” 13 Smita Kheria’s “Copyright 
and Digital Art practice: The ‘Schizophrenic’ Position 
of the Digital Artist” and Alana Kushnir’s “When Curat-
ing Meets Piracy: Rehashing the History of Unauthor-
ised Exhibition-Making” explore accountability and 
power relationships in different loci whilst looking at 
the mitigation of creative appropriation and reuse. It is 
clear that in this area serious reconfigurations have oc-
curred and that new paradigms of acceptability (often 
counter to the legal reality) are at play.

Bauman’s belief that “One thinks of identity whenever 
one is not sure if where one belongs” 14 maybe a clue 
into why social media have become such an integral 
part of modern society. It is after all an activity that 
privileges ‘looking’ and objectifying without the recipi-
ent’s direct engagement – a new power relationship 
quite displaced from traditional (identity affirming) 
social interactions. In this context of social media over 
dependency it may be timely to reconsider Guy-Ernest 
Debord’s ‘thesis 30’: 

The externality of the spectacle in relation to the 
active man appears in the fact that his own ges-
tures are no longer his but those of another who 
represents them to him. This is why the spectator 
feels at home nowhere, because the spectacle is 
everywhere. 15 

Underneath these issues of perception / presence / 
identity / is a change or at least a blurring in our politi-
cal (and personal) agency. Don Ritter’s paper “Content 
Osmosis and the Political Economy of Social Media” 
functions as a reminder of the historical precedents 
and continued subterfuges that occur in mediated 
feelings of empowerment. Whilst Brigit Bachler in 
her paper “Like Reality” presents to the reader that 

“besides reality television formats, social networking 
sites such as Facebook have successfully delivered a 
new form of watching each other, in a seemingly safe 

setting, on a screen at home” and that “the appeal of 
the real becomes the promise of access to the reality 
of manipulation.” 16 The notion of better access to 
the ‘untruth’ of things also appears in Ravetto’s paper 

“Anonymous: Social as Political” where she argues 
that “secrecy and openness are in fact aporias.” What 
is unclear is that, as society maintains its voyeuristic 
bent and the spectacle is being conflated into the ba-
nality of social media, are we becoming occluded from 
meaningful developmental human interactions? If so, 
we are to re-create a sense of agency in a process 
challenged (or already transformed) by clever implicit 
back-end data gathering 17 and an unknown/unde-
clared use our data’s mined ‘self.’ Then, and only then, 
dissociative anonymity may become one strategy 
that allows us to be more independent; to be willed 
enough to see the world from our own distinctive 
needs whilst devising our own extensions to the long 
genealogy of moral concepts. 

Somewhere / Someplace
Perpetual evolution and sustained emergence is one 
of the other interconnecting threads found within the 
edition. Many of the authors recognize a requirement 
for fluidity as a reaction to the pace of change. Geog-
rapher David Harvey uses the term “space-time com-
pression” to refer to “processes that . . . revolutionize 
the objective qualities of space and time.” 18 Indeed 
there seems to be consensus in the edition that we 
are ‘in’ an accelerated existence and a concomitant 
dissolution of traditional spatial co-ordinates – Swack 
cites Joanna Zylinska’s ‘human being’ to a perpetual 

“human becoming” 19 whilst Golding in her paper 
reminds us that Hobbes also asserted that “[f]or see-
ing life is but a motion of Limbs” 20 and that motion, 
comes from motion and is inextricably linked to the 
development and right of the individual. But Golding 
expands this changing of state further and argues 
where repetition (and loop) exist so does a different 
experience:
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The usual culprits of time and space (or time as 
distinct from space and vice versa), along with 
identity, meaning, Existenz, Being, reconfigure via 
a relational morphogenesis of velocity, mass, and 
intensity. This is an immanent surface cohesion, 
the compelling into a ‘this’ or a ‘here’ or a ’now,’ a 
space-time terrain, a collapse and rearticulation of 
the tick-tick-ticking of distance, movement, speed, 
born through the repetitive but relative enfolding 
of otherness, symmetry and diversion.

Golding’s is a bewildering proposition requiring a 
frame of mind traditionally fostered by theoretical 
physicists but one that may aptly summarize the 
nature of the quandary. The authors contributing to 
this edition all exist in their own ways in a post-digital 
environment, anthropologist Lucy Suchman describes 
this environment as being “the view from nowhere, 
detached intimacy, and located accountability.” 21 
Wilson and Gomez further offer a possible coping 
strategy by exploring the usefulness of Jay Bolter 
and Richard Grusin’s “pre-mediation” as a means to 
externalize a host of fears and reduce negative emo-
tions in the face of uncertainty. The imperative to cre-
ate some strategies to make sense of some of these 
pressing issues is something that I explore in my own 
contribution in which I offer the new term Precarious 
Design – as a category of contemporary practice that 
is emerging from the design community. Precarious 
Design encompasses a set of practices that by ex-
pressing current and near future scenarios are well 
positioned to probe deeper and tease out important 
underlying societal assumptions to attain understand-
ing or control in our context of sustained cultural and 
technological change.

Embodiment
In theory our deterritorialized and changed relation-
ship with our materiality provides a new context in 
which a disinhibited mind could better act on desires 

and explore the taboo. Ken Hollings’s paper “THERE 
MUST BE SOMETHING WRONG WITH THIS, SALLY… 
Faults, lapses and imperfections in the sex life of ma-
chines” – presents a compelling survey of the early 
origin of when humans began to objectify and try 
live through our machines starting with disembodi-
ment of voice as self that arose from the recording 
of sound via the Edison phonograph in 1876. Golding 
and Swack mull over the implications of the digital on 
embodiment and what it means now to be ‘human’ as 
we veer away from biological truth and associated 
moral values towards something else. Sue Hawksley’s 

“Dancing on the Head of a Sin: touch, dance and taboo” 
reminds us of our sensorial basis in which:

Touch is generally the least shared, or acknowl-
edged, and the most taboo of the senses. Haptic 
and touch-screen technologies are becoming ubiq-
uitous, but although this makes touch more com-
monly experienced or shared, it is often reframed 
through the virtual, while inter-personal touch still 
tends to remain sexualized, militarized or medical-
ized (in most Western cultures at least).

Within her paper Hawksley provides an argument 
(and example) on how the mediation of one taboo 

– dance – through another – touch – could mitigate 
the perceived moral dangers and usual frames of so-
cial responsibility. Swack raises bioethical questions 
about the future nature of life for humans and “the 
embodiment and containment of the self and its sym-
biotic integration and enhancement with technology 
and machines.” Whilst Wilson and Gomez’s go on to 
discuss Bioprescence by Shiho Fukuhara and Georg 
Tremmel – a project that provocatively “creates Hu-
man DNA trees by transcoding the essence of a hu-
man being within the DNA of a tree in order to create 

‘Living Memorials’ or ‘Transgenic Tombstones’” 22 – as 
an example of a manifest situation that still yields a 
(rare) feeling of transgression into the taboo.

CONCLUSION 

In the interstices of this edition there are some 
questions/observations that remain somewhat unan-
swered and others that are nascent in their formation. 
They are listed below as a last comment and as a 
gateway to further considerations.

Does freedom from traditional hierarchy equate to 
empowerment when structures and social boundar-
ies are also massively variable and dispersed and are 
pervasive to the point of incomprehension/invalida-
tion? Or is there some salve to be found in Foucault’s 
line that “’Power is everywhere’ and ‘comes from 
everywhere’ so in this sense is neither an agency nor 
a structure,” 23 thus nothing is actually being ‘lost’ in 
our current context? And is it possible that power has 
always resided within the individual and we only need 
to readjust to this autonomy? 

Conventional political power (and their panoptic 
strategies) seem to be stalling, as efforts to resist and 
subvert deep-seated and long-held governmental se-
crecy over military/intelligence activities have gained 
increased momentum while their once privileged data 
joins in the leaky soft membrane that is the ethics of 
sharing digitally stored information.

Through dissociative strategies like online anonymity 
comes power re-balance, potentially giving the indi-
vidual better recourse to contest unjust actions/laws 
but what happens when we have no meaningful social 
contract to direct our civility? Its seems pertinent to 
explore if we may be in need of a new social contract 
that reconnects or reconfigures the idea of account-
ability – indeed it was interesting to see the contrast 
between Suchman’s observed ‘lack of accountability’ 
and the Anonymous collective agenda of holding 
(often political or corporate) hypocrites ‘accountable’ 
through punitive measures such as Denial-of-Service 
attacks. 

Regarding de-contextualization of the image / identity 
– there seems to be something worth bracing oneself 
against in the free-fall of taxonomies, how we see, 
how we relate, how we perceive, how we understand 
that even the surface of things has changed and could 
still be changing. There is no longer a floating signi-
fier but potentially an abandoned sign in a cloud of 
dissipating (or endlessly shifting) signification. Where 
once:

The judges of normality are present everywhere. 
We are in the society of the teacher-judge, the 
doctor-judge, the educator-judge, the ‘social-
worker’-judge; it is on them that the universal reign 
of the normative is based; and each individual, 
wherever he may find himself, subjects to it his 
body, his gestures, his behaviour, his aptitudes, his 
achievements. 24

There now is no culturally specific normal in the dif-
fuse digital-physical continuum, which makes the 
materiality and durability of truth very tenuous indeed; 
a scenario that judges-teaches-social workers are 
having some difficulty in addressing and responding 
to in a timely manner, an activity that the theoretically 
speculative and methodologically informed research 
as contained within this edition can hopefully help 
them with.

Donna Leishman 
Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art & Design
University of Dundee, UK 
d.leishman@dundee.ac.uk
http://www.6amhoover.com

E D I T O R I A LE D I T O R I A LE D I T O R I A L

2 0 2 1



L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C  V O L  1 9  N O  4 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 V O L  1 9  N O  4  L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C

refereNceS aNd NoteS

1. Sherry Turkle, “Connected But Alone?,” (TED2012 talk, 

2012), http://www.ted.com/talks/sherry_turkle_alone_to-

gether.html (accessed October 30, 2013).

2. Zygmunt Bauman, “From Pilgrim to Tourist, or a Short 

History of Identity,” in Questions of Cultural Identity, eds. S. 

Hall and P. Du Gay (London: Sage Publications, 1996), 19.

3. Luciano Floridi, “The Philosophy of Presence: From 

Epistemic Failure to Successful Observation,” in PRES-

ENCE: Teleoperators and Virtual Environments 14 (2005): 

656-667.

4. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (Charleston, South Carolina: 

Forgotten Books, 1976), Ch. XIII.

5. Whitney Philips, “LOLing at Tragedy: Facebook Trolls, 

Memorial Pages (and Resistance to Grief Online,” First 

Monday 16, no. 12 (December 5, 2011), http://firstmonday.

org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/3168/3115 (accessed 

August 31, 2013).

. As perhaps Friedrich Nietzsche would argue… He has 

previously described “orgies of feelings” that are directly 

linked to our capacity to feel sin and guilt. “To wrench the 

human soul from its moorings, to immerse it in terrors, ice, 

flames, and raptures to such an extent that it is liberated 

from all petty displeasure, gloom, and depression as by 

a flash of lightning” Friedrich Nietzsche, The Genealogy 

of Morals, trans. Horace Samuel (New York: Russell and 

Russell, 1964), 139.

6. Hobbes, Leviathan, 409. 

7. Consequential subsets within a disinhibited mind are dis-

sociative anonymity (you don’t know me) and dissociative 

imagination (its just a game), which can lead to benign 

actions such as random acts of kindness or being more 

affectionate or potentially toxic (exploring more violent 

assertive sides of ones nature) and ‘other’ behaviors.

. See: John Suler, “The Online Disinhibition Effect,” Cyber-

Psychology and Behavior 7 (2004): 321-326.

8. Martin Jay, “Scopic Regimes of Modernity,” in Vision and 

Visuality, ed. Hal Foster (Seattle: Bay Press 1988), 6.

9. Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the 

Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books, 

1977), 195-228.

10. Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle (New York: 

Zone Books, 1994 first published 1967), Thesis 1.

11. Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princ-

eton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1979), 6-7. 

12. Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the 

Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Pantheon, 1977), 

202-203.

13. Holman W Jenkins Jr., “Google and the Search for the Fu-

ture: The Web icon’s CEO on the mobile computing revo-

lution, the future of newspapers, and privacy in the digital 

age,” The Wall Street Journal, August 14, 2010, http://

online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748704901104575

423294099527212.html (assessed October 30, 2013).

14. Bauman, ‘From Pilgrim to Tourist, or a Short History of 

Identity,’ 19.

15. “The alienation of the spectator to the profit of the con-

templated object (which is the result of his own uncon-

scious activity) is expressed in the following way: the more 

he contemplates the less he lives; the more he accepts 

recognizing himself in the dominant images of need, the 

less he understands his own existence and his own desires. 

The externality of the spectacle in relation to the active 

man appears in the fact that his own gestures are no lon-

ger his but those of another who represents them to him. 

This is why the spectator feels at home nowhere, because 

the spectacle is everywhere.” Debord, The Society of the 

Spectacle, Thesis 30.

16. Mark Andrejevic, Reality TV, The Work of Being Watched 

(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2004): 

120-122.

17. Mirko Schäfer highlights the role of implicit participation 

in the success of the Web 2.0. a situation where user 

activities are implemental unknowingly in interfaces and 

back-end design.

. Mirko Schäfer, Bastard Culture! How User Participation 

Transforms Cultural Production (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 

University Press, 2011), 249.

18. David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry 

into the Origins of Cultural Change (Cambridge, MA: 

Blackwell, 1990), 240.

19. Joanna Zylinska, Bioethics in the Age of New Media (Cam-

bridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2009), 10.

20. Hobbes, Leviathan, 56. 

21. Lucy Suchman, “Located Accountabilities In Technology 

Production,” 2010, http://www.sciy.org/2010/05/22/

located-accountabilities-in-technology-production-by-

lucy-suchman/ (accessed April 30, 2013).

22. Shiho Fukuhara and Georg Tremmel, Bioprescence, 2005 

http://www.biopresence.com/description.html (accessed 

August 2013).

23. Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: The Will to 

Knowledge, (London, Penguin, 1998), 63.

24. Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 

304.

E D I T O R I A LE D I T O R I A LE D I T O R I A L

2 2 2 3

http://www.sciy.org/?p=6134
http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052748704901104575423294099527212


L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C  V O L  1 9  N O  4 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 V O L  1 9  N O  4  L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C

NSA: No Speaking Aloud, Anonymous, 2013.

2 1 8 2 1 9



L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C  V O L  1 9  N O  4 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 V O L  1 9  N O  4  L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C

A R T I C L EA R T I C L E

 INTRODUCTION

In An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, pub-
lished in 1687, John Locke states:

Let us then suppose the Mind to be, as we say, 
white Paper void of all Characters, without any 
Ideas; How comes it to be furnished? Whence it 
comes by that vast store which is the busy and 
boundless Fancy of Man has painted on it with 
an almost endless variety? Whence has it all the 
materials of Reason and Knowledge? To this I an-
swer, in one word, from Experience: In that, all our 
Knowledge is founded; and from that it ultimately 
derives itself. 2

According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary tabula 
rasa is defined as “the mind in its hypothetical primary 
blank or empty state before receiving outside impres-
sions.” 3 

Steven Pinker, in the Blank Slate describes it as:

any differences we see among races, ethnic groups, 
sexes, and individuals comes not from differences 
in their innate constitution but from differences 

RE-PROGRAM 
MY MIND

in their experiences. Change the experiences- by 
reforming parenting, education, the media, and 
social rewards- and you can change the person. 
Underachievement, poverty, and antisocial behav-
ior can be ameliorated; indeed, it is irresponsible 
not to do so. And discrimination on the basis of 
purportedly inborn traits of a sex or ethnic group is 
simply irrational. 4 

If the genetic aspects of behavior can be mastered, 
The Emotions (after Charles Darwin) suggests the 

potential for the mind to be genetically reprogrammed 
to an initial more agreeable tabula rasa state, enabling 
nurture to subsequently take over, and influence the 
individual to develop more desirable cooperative and 
universal societal reactions and behaviors toward out-
side experiences.

Princeton’s WordNet web dictionary defines universal 
behavior as a “convention or pattern characteristic of all 
members of a particular culture or of all human beings; 
some form of religion seems to a human universal.” 5

The Research Foundation of SUNY
Buffalo State College  
debraswack@verizon.net 
http://www.debraswack.com

A B S T R A C T

Rapid changes in science, technology and new media art will lead to more 
sophisticated ideas about what it means to be human. This may reposi-
tion/refine our relationships with machines and animals with the human 
functioning symbiotically as a modifiable database-like structure that can 
be accessed perhaps unknowingly by others, globally over the internet. Ge-
netically emotionally or otherwise enhanced individuals could become the 
fashionable norm; synthetic biology could replace plastic surgery, with the 
further complication of not knowing where those genetic modifications 
will take them as individuals or us as a species. 
 This paper documents the development of the new media art proj-
ect The Emotions (after Charles Darwin) whose collaborators include the 
Brain Mind Institute (autism research), Joseph LeDoux (a neuroscientist 
researching survival circuits associated with emotions) 1 and Roddy Cowie 
(a psychologist researching audiovisual representation and emotions, to 
be explored separately). The Emotions first tries to establish the existence 
of the universality of emotion perception and classification as empirically 
documented by the Brain Mind Institute. Secondly, it tries to establish the 
universal biological basis of emotion as evidenced by Joseph LeDoux’s 
work. Thirdly, it suggests the potential for subsequent futuristic manipula-
tion and possible misuse through synthetic biology alone or combined with 
other technologies. 

by

Debra Swack

The Emotions (after Charles Darwin)
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A R T I C L EA R T I C L E

DARWIN AND NEUROSCIENCE

Over a hundred years ago, Charles Darwin theorized 
that the universality of emotions existed in humans 
and animals at a biological level. He posed questions 
such as can we feel happy, sad or fearful when we are 
alone or are emotions a unique result of being with 
others in a social situation? He suggested that the rea-
son for the universality of emotions was due to an un-
derlying biological basis that communicated our needs 
to others. We experience an emotion and specific 
areas of the brain send signals to specialized muscle 
groups that respond to communicate our feelings.

Darwin believed that the following were responsible 
for most of the expressions and gestures involuntarily 
exhibited by humans and animals while experiencing 
emotions: habitual actions initiated by certain states 
of mind in order to relieve or gratify certain sensations, 
habitual inverse actions initiated by the exact opposite 
states of mind, and actions initiated by the nervous 
system mostly independent from both will and habit. 16

In post Darwin times, scientists study what regions 
and chemicals in the brain control different emotions 
and if these regulators can be modified to elicit alter-
native results. For example, emotions are studied to 
determine their affect on the immune, cardiovascular 
and endocrine systems. There is also the possibility 
for misuse, what if we could invoke certain emotions 
in people at will through a drug or by permanently or 
temporarily altering structures in their brain? Perhaps 
at the same time we could remove their ability to feel 
remorse or guilt. Could this form of genetic interven-
tion be used randomly against individuals or during 
war-time to induce people to commit violent acts?

The neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux says the brain has 
not evolved to the point where connectivity exists for 
cognitive systems to control our emotions. But even 
so, he says that wouldn’t necessarily be good, because 
Mr. Spock (a character lacking in human emotions 
from the 60’s TV show Star Trek) may not be the 
ideal kind of human that we would like to become. 17 
Additionally, LeDoux talks about futuristically control-

Donald E. Brown, an anthropologist, shares that view 
and believes that some behavioral traits are common 
to all humans irrespective of culture. 6 For example 
males engage in more coalitional violence and the 
facial expressions of anger, contempt, disgust, fear, 
happiness, sadness and surprise are human univer-
sals. He compiled a list of approximately 400 behav-
ioral traits and their implications as an appendix to 
The Blank Slate: the Modern Denial of Human Nature 
by Steven Pinker. 7
Although Charles Darwin was incredibly prescient in 
his discoveries about what role the nervous system 
might play in regulating emotions, developments 
in neuroscience did not begin until well over a 100 
years later, partially due to the lack of sophisticated 
recording and analytical tools such as neuro-imaging 8 
and computation made easier, enhanced through 
software algorithms and applications executed on 
computers. 

The Emotions attempts to prove the universality of 
emotions by transcending cultural categorizations 
such as species, race, age and gender and instead 
relates emotions to their neurobiological origins and 
functions. It further suggests that once empirically 
known; that this information can be used to geneti-
cally or technologically alter human emotion(s) in 
individuals or groups to create new beings or new 
emotional interiors that better conform to culturally 
desirable behaviors. This raises bioethical questions 
about the future nature of life for humans and ani-
mals; the embodiment and containment of the self 
and its symbiotic integration and enhancement with 
technology and machines.

According to Susan Merrill Squier, in Liminal Lives: 
Imagining the Human at the Frontiers of Biomedicine, 
human existence has changed.

No Longer is human existence defined by its 
unique temporal and spatial coordinate; one 
body, one life in a specific space and time. Instead 
human life is increasingly defined by the agential, 
instrumental deployment of resources for bodily 
renewal, both its temporal and spatial context 
subject to extension or translocation. 9

As Joanna Zylinska states in her book Bioethics in the 
Age of New Media: 

This is by no means to suggest that the human has 
been reduced to information in the age of new 
media and that we can therefore do away with 
embodiment; it is only to point to the emergence of 
new discourses of the human which undermines its 
centering around some fixed biological characteris-
tics or moral values. 10

She adds:

The human does not disappear from the kind of 
nonhumanist bioethics envisaged here: in fact, it 
functions as its strategic point of entry. What we 
are dealing with, however, is not so much a ‘human 
being’ understood as a discrete and disembod-
ied moral unity but rather a “human becoming;” 
relational, co-emerging with technology, materially 
implicated in sociocultural networks, and kin to 
other life forms. 11

Neil Badmington in Alien Chic talks about how Donna 
Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto 12 first deconstructed 
humanist relationships such as organism/machine, 
physical/non-physical, reality/fiction, human/animal, 
and self/other and replaced them with chimeras; cy-
borgian fabrications of machine and organisms. 13 He 
goes on to say that the latest trend in post-humanism 
seems to involve merging with animals, which ironi-
cally was not a concept alien to Darwin 140 years ago 
when he studied, documented and sought to define 
similarities with animals’ emotions and our own. Bad-
mington quotes numerous television and news report-
age from Newsweek to Nature, who discovered that 
reason, tool use, tool making, altruism and language 
are not unique to humans 14 neither I might add, is 
making or performing music. 15 

Figure 1. Ingredients of Feelings in a Cognitive Workspace, diagram by Joseph LeDoux, 2012. © Joseph LeDoux, 2012. Used with 

permission.

An emotional feeling is hypothesized to be a representation of a global organismic state initiated by an external stimulus. The 

representation includes sensory information about the stimulus and the social and physical context, the active survival circuit, 

Central Nervous System arousal, body feedback and mnemonic information about the stimulus situation and the state itself. 

When such a global organismic state is categorized and labeled a conscious feeling of a certain type (e.g. a feeling of fear, plea-

sure, disgust, etc.) results. To the extent that any of these components differ in human and nonhuman species, the nature of the 

resulting state would differ as well.
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ling undesirable emotions such as fear through drug 
regulation, stating that once we can identify the neu-
rotransmitters that are involved in producing fear, we 
could create a chemical profile of fear in the amygdala 
and then develop a drug to attack it.  

The amygdala is an almond-shaped structure in the 
frontal portion of the temporal lobe near the hip-
pocampus in the brain that allows us to both feel and 
perceive negative emotions. It regulates our reac-
tions to events that are important for survival such 
responding to the presence of danger, sexual partners, 
enemies, food and those in need. The amygdala works 
as a system with other related structures and plays an 
important role in emotional regulation. The amygdala’s 
connectivity to the neo-cortex is much stronger than 
the neo-cortex’s connection to it (as shown in David 
Amaral’s studies of primate brains), 18 which in part 
explains, according to LeDoux, why emotions are often 
hard to turn off once initiated. The body also releases 
hormones and long acting substances at the same 
time we experience strong emotions. Additionally, 
there is a relationship between the visual system and 
emotions. In The Expressions of the Emotions in Man 
and Animals, Darwin talks about the importance of vi-
sual cues when seeking mates, prey and avoiding dan-
ger, therefore it is not surprising that studies show that 
the visual cortex is more activated in response to visual 
emotional stimuli than visual non-emotional stimuli. 19
Darwin acknowledged individual variance in emotional 
reactivity due to differences in development (for exam-
ple he noticed that insane persons had strong passions 
which they openly expressed). But he never addressed 
the idea of emotion regulation which didn’t come into 
being until the development of neuroscience a hun-
dred years later. 

Richard Davidson defines the study of individual dif-
ferences in emotional reactivity and emotion regula-

tion as affective style consisting of the threshold to 
respond, the magnitude of the response, the rise time 
to the peak of the response, the recovery function of 
the response and the duration of the response. The 
duration is important in understanding individual dif-
ferences and can also indicate psychopathology since 
some mood disorders are associated with either an 
abnormally early onset or inability to turn off a re-
sponse quickly enough. 20

EMOTIONS

The Emotions is a multi-channel photographic, pos-
sibly 3D interactive, video done collaboratively with 
neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux at New York University, 
the Brain Mind Institute in Switzerland (to aid them 
in their autism research), and Roddy Cowie (Queens 
University Belfast), about the universality of emo-
tions on a neurobiological level and the potential for 
futuristic misuse through genetic and or technological 
modification. 

Four individual panels will display 2D or preferably 3D 
(designed using motion capture equipment) photo 
based animated portraits of men, women and children 
of all ages and races, each expressing a specific emo-
tion such as happiness, sadness, fear or anger. Each 
panel’s images will morph/blend to form a continuous 
stream of soundless images whose emotion will not 
be identified so as to allow the viewer the ability to 
form their own conclusion as to what emotion they 
feel is being expressed. The Emotions can be adapted 
for interactivity (using embedded sensors) where the 
general mood of the viewer(s) is sensed and all four 
panels adapt to reflect the mood(s) of the viewer(s). 
Additionally each emotionally nuanced video frame 
for a given individual functions aesthetically to form a 
composite animated portrait of that individual. Ideally 
20 to 25 individual animated portraits consisting of ap-

proximately 60 frames each will be created per each 
of the four video channels (using artificial intelligence 
like behaviors, perhaps created with Maya scripting 
language and with video editing done in Adobe Photo-
shop Extended, Premiere and AfterEffects software).

Shortly after The Emotions was accepted into the 
Rhizome artbase collection at the New Museum in the 
fall of 2007, I was contacted by Britt Russo, a neuro-
scientist who had seen it on their web-site. She asked 
me if I would be interested in collaborating with her 
lab at the Brain Mind Institute in Switzerland by allow-
ing them to use my photographs (they had never used 
photographs from life before, only those of staged 
actors) for research in autism. I knew I would be pri-
marily interested in the results of the control group as 
I wanted to document what was perceived as ‘normal’ 
or ‘neurotypical’ and therefore universal, and learn 
more about emotional response in general; its mea-
surement and analysis by including the observation of 
autistic patients. 

Emotion Testing in the Brain Mind Institute Lab
In the lab, functional magnetic resonance imaging 
(fMRI), Electroencephalography (EEG) and magne-
toencephalography (MEG) were used to visualize 
brain activity and electromyography (EMG) was used 
to measure facial muscle activity of autistic subjects 
while they viewed images of human emotional facial 
expressions (autistic people display different brain 
activity patterns and facial muscles reactions than nor-
mal or ‘neurotypical’ people). A Tobii eye tracker was 
used to trace the path of the subject’s eyes, while they 
viewed images.

According to Nouchine Hadjikhani’s research, Autism 
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) was thought to be related 
to the dysfunction of the mirror neuron system that 
plays a critical role in the perception of other people’s 
feeling and the interpretation of facial expressions 
and their meanings. 21 The lab’s primary area of study 
was the functional and structural integrity of the so-
cial cognition network as it relates to autism and the 
amygdala’s connectivity to the mirror neuron system.

Figure 2. Network of Face Processing 

Areas, diagram by Nouchine Hadjikhani, 

2013. © Nouchine Hadjik-hani, 2013. 

Used with permission.

A. Face processing deficits can arise from 

dysfunction of one or more elements 

of the network and to or from each ele-

ment’s termination.

B. The face identification system is acti-

vated in both healthy controls and in in-

dividuals with ASD when cued to look at 

eye-region, however areas of the MNS) 

are activated in healthy controls but 

remain quasi silent and exhibit a thinner 

cortex in individuals with ASD.
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Photo Preparation for the fMRI Scanner
Russo sent me instructions how to prepare my photo-
graphs to make them uniform for the MRI scanner ex-
periments using the autistic subjects and the control 
group. Background elements were masked out. Each 
image was cropped from the hairline to the chin and 
formatted so that the eyes were always in the center, 
so that the autistic person did not have to move their 
eyes to focus on a red fixation cross 22 while in the 
MRI scanner. Hadjikhani had discovered that when 
told to focus on a red fixation cross, the fusiform face 
area became activated in autistic brains, just like it was 
in non-autistics (earlier studies had failed to show ac-
tivation probably because the autistic individuals were 
looking at the backgrounds instead of focusing on the 
faces in the photographs). 

I adapted a lot of the lab’s methodology in the way I 
prepared images for their experiments, how I cropped, 
masked and grouped them (according to the results 
of the control group) for each separate video channel. 
I sent Britt a color-coded schematic of what I envi-

sioned for 4 channels of my video consisting of the 
emotions happy, angry, surprise and sad. I wanted to 
relate each photograph graphically and logically.

Plutchik’s Emotional Index
Russo sent me a schematic representation of Robert 
Plutchik’s “Emotional Profile Index” comprised of 
eight basic emotions arranged as four pairs of oppo-
sites and their increasingly less intense variations. The 
cone’s vertical dimension represents intensity and the 
circle represents degrees of similarity among emo-
tions. 23 Plutchik believed that emotions were evolu-
tionarily adaptive and part of a process involving both 
cognition and behavior. 

According to The Handbook of Psychological Testing 
by Paul Kline, 24 Plutchik’s Emotional Profile Index 
is based on eight basic emotions which are joy, ac-
ceptance, surprise, fear, sadness, disgust, expectation 
and anger. Individuals choose from pairs of personality 
traits that describe them and each trait “results from 
the mixture of two or more primary emotions. Shy-
ness implies fear; for example, gloominess sadness.” 25 
The results are then plotted on a circumflex arranged 
according to similarities and bipolarities.

Russo had the control group categorize my photos by 
choosing one of the words from the entire diagram 
instead of just limiting them to one of Plutchik’s eight 
basic emotions in order to generate a more accurate 
rating of some of the more subtle photographs. 

After the Plutchik test, an eye tracking pupillometry 
study was conducted on the control group subjects 
to systematically rate each photo by its emotional 
intensity followed by a fMRI study. I could then select 
images by emotion and or emotional intensity for the 
video (such as faces rated high intensity (terror), me-
dium intensity (fear) or low intensity (apprehension). 

In addition to defining each of the 4 video channels 
by emotional category and intensity, I could also color- 
code each video channel by relating it to its associa-
tive symbolic color as it appeared on Plutchik’s chart. 

Additional Emotional Testing
The lab administered Oxytocin and using the eye 
tracker, found that Oxytocin reduced activation of the 
amygdala enabling the participants to increase their 
amount of direct eye contact and better detect emo-
tions in others. 26 

My photographs were sorted into direct and averted 
gazes (the brain responds more dramatically to direct 
gazes) and grouped into children and adults. Two bal-
anced sets were created in terms of age, sex, emotion 
and intensity. 

A pilot study was conducted to look at the effects of 
image order on each subject’s ratings. If presented 
one at a time, ratings could be unduly influenced by 
the previous photo, for example, a mildly sad photo 
following an intensely happy one might be thought of 
as more intensely sad than if presented alone. Since 

Figure 5. Plutchik’s Emotional Index, original diagram by Robert Plutchik, 1980, provided by Machine Elf 

1735, 2011. Used with permission via Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported license.

Figure 4. Color-coded 4 Channel Video Schematic for ‘The Emotions’ (prior to masking), photo 

by Debra Swack, 2007. © Debra Swack, 2007. Used with permission.

Figure 3. Modified photo for fMRI experiments, photo by Deb-

ra Swack, 2007. © Debra Swack, 2007. Used with permission.
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the order in which the photographs were presented 
was found to affect a perceived emotion’s intensity, 
an entire set of photographs was presented simulta-
neously, instead of one at a time, and subjects were 
asked to rate individual photos relative to each other. 

I adapted this finding by being careful to place pho-
tographs with similar ranked emotions and intensity 
ratings together, contained within an individual video 
channel, which would have the affect of displaying a 
group of related photos simultaneously as described 
in the pilot study. 

The lab performed a self-recognition test because 
autistics may have self-face recognition deficits. They 
randomly inserted photos that the subjects brought in 

from home along with new ones taken by the lab (but 
not seen before the experiment by the subjects). The 
self-recognition test reinforced my idea about includ-
ing a 5th interactive ‘self-recognition’ video channel 
(by hooking up a digital camcorder to a projector at 
the exhibition site) to record live emotional reaction 
including possible mirroring behavior of the emotions 
expressed in the other four channels. 

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK

The new media art project The Emotions; a multi-
channel possibly interactive video consisting of 
panels displaying close-up graphic, moving images of 
men, women and children of all ages and races, each 
expressing a specific emotion such as happiness, sad-
ness, fear or anger (as categorized by the results of 
the control group) exemplified Darwin’s ideas about 
the universality of emotions on a biological level sup-
ported by the research completed by Hadjikhani at 
the Brain Mind Institute in Switzerland and by neu-
roscientist LeDoux at New York University in New 
York. Ongoing work will include incorporating cut-
ting- edge methodologies used in emotion-related 
research and cutting -edge ways to represent these 
ideas (perhaps incorporating robotics, artificial intel-
ligence) in a visual or audio-visual fashion either as 
an enhancement to The Emotions or as a companion 
piece. 

If emotions prove to be universal at a biological level, 
how can we modify them to elicit more desirable 
behaviors? Does The Emotions bring up suggestive 
ideas about genetic and technological modifications 
of emotion regulation of the future? Is this ethically 
okay or is it taboo? The Encyclopdia Briticana defines 
taboo as “the prohibition of an action based on the 
belief that such behaviour is either too sacred and 
consecrated or too dangerous and accursed for 
ordinary individuals to undertake.” 27 Where do we 
draw the line between the rights and expressions of 
the individual verses the society that the individual 
belongs to? Is it taboo to interfere with an individual’s 

feelings if they are not socially acceptable and which 
may or may not result in unacceptable behaviors? 

In My Mother was a Computer by N. Katherine Hayes, 
she states “where the Holocaust and other atrocities 
provide horrifying examples of humans not counting 
as persons, intelligent software packages offer the 
spectacle of bots being mistaken for human interlocu-
tors. 28 She later states that:

we are both in the world and of it- a truth that 
becomes only more inescapable as we create ma-
chines in our own image and envision ourselves as 
computational mechanisms like them. 29

Although acceptance and performance of universally 
endorsed behaviors and characteristics are necessary 
for all peoples and animals to effectively communicate 
and co-exist within groups, one of the primary dangers 
in proposals such as The Emotions is that if we were 
to use the results of the control group to develop a 
range of acceptable universal behaviors and then al-
ter a subject’s emotional capabilities accordingly like 
a plastic surgeon would using synthetic biology and 
other methods, there may be unforeseen and equally 
undesirable consequences or dangerous side effects; 
both for the individual and for us as a species. For 
Example, the use of hormones like Oxytocin are not 
without problems. Oxytocin attaches to an Oxytocin 
receptor; a protein encoded by the OXTR gene and is 
used to increase trust among people (including those 
with autism) and make them more corporative. An 

Fig 6. Stimuli used to rate each emotional facial expression on the dimensions of valence, intensity and attractiveness (A) and 

mean ratings (B) according to emotion and pupil size, diagram by Neil A. Harrison, Tania Singer, Pia Rotshtein, Ray J. Dolan, and 

Hugo D. Critchley, 2006. Used with Permission.

Small pupils in expressions of sadness are rated as significantly more negative than those with larger pupils. Sad faces with small 

pupils are rated as significantly more intense. Pupil size had no effect on attractiveness ratings.

Figure 7. Time-lapsed Images of an Individual Animation for the Mad Channel, animations by 

Debra Swack, 2013. © Debra Swack, 2007. Used with permission.
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