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Abstract	

See	 like	 a	 camera	 /	 listen	 like	 a	 microphone	 /	 track	 like	 a	 satellite.	 Big	
beautiful	 data	 is	 everywhere.	 The	 sound	 is	 constant.	 The	 image	 bank	
immense.	 And	 yet	 the	 end	 game	 of	 complete	 machine	 autonomy	 is	
ambiguous.	The	notion	of	the	vision	machine	is	embedded	in	our	popular	
cultural	fictions	and	scientific	explorations.	It	operates	at	the	foundation	of	
our	interpretation	of	the	farthermost	reaches	of	space	and	the	inner	most	
structures	 of	 matter.	 The	 machine	 sees	 the	 machine	 knows	 but	 the	
mechanics	are	invisible.	Concepts	such	as	military	futurism,	meta-data,	kill	
lists,	 terra-forming	 and	 drones	 are	 riddled	with	 ethical	 conundrums	 that	
are	 rarely	 discussed	 in	 mainstream	 media	 discourse	 yet	 haunt	 the	
background	 atmosphere	 of	 contemporary	 technoculture.	 How	 do	 artists,	
designers	 and	 film	 makers	 working	 in	 the	 epicentre	 of	 the	 Hollywood	
dream	machine	and	at	the	further	most	extremities	of	media	arts	practice	
depict	 notions	 of	 A.I.	 and	 machine	 ambience?	 What	 meaningful	
opportunities	 exist	 for	 informed	 open	 debate	 about	 their	 moral	
implications	 in	 the	 crowded	 vision	 streams	 of	 contemporary	 screen	
culture?			

	
	
The	 oft-cited	 3rd	 law	 of	 science	 fiction	writer	 Arthur	 C.	 Clarke.s	 Laws	 of	 Prediction	 states,	

“Any	 sufficiently	 advanced	 technology	 is	 indistinguishable	 from	 magic”.	 (Clarke,	 1962)	

Indeed	this	would	appear	to	especially	be	the	case,	when	new	technological	forms	-	either	

hardware	or	software	-	come	to	market	or	emerge	from	beta	testing.	Technologies	that	are	

familiar	 and	 ubiquitous	 today	 were	 imbued	 with	 magic	 and	 mystery	 and	 sometimes	

trepidation	when	 they	 first	 emerged:	 electricity,	 the	 daguerreotype,	 the	 Sperry	 autopilot,	

the	 radio,	 the	 x-ray,	 the	 television,	 the	 satellite	 and	 the	microwave	oven.	 Today	our	 lived	

experience	is	an	intensely	technologically	enabled	one,	so	much	so	it	has	prompted	another	

science	fiction	author,	Kim	Stanley-Robinson	to	question	whether	this	has	nullified	our	sense	

of	wonder:	

	
{{Slide}}	 I	 think	 it's	 very	 true	 that	we	are	 living	 in	a	 science	 fiction	novel	
that	we	all	collaborate	on,	and	it's	because	everything	that	science	fiction	
was	about	through	its	historical	named	period,	the	twentieth	century,	has	



kind	 of	 come	 true.	 And	 also	 we	 live	 in	 a	 world	 that	 is	 so	 intensely	
structured	by	science	and	technology	that	we	can't	get	out	of	it…	there's	
this	intense	sense	of	futurity,	in	that	if	you	opened	up	your	newspaper	or	
laptop	tomorrow	and	it	said	…	"We	just	got	a	signal	from	Alpha	Centauri,	
there	 are	 intelligent	 aliens	 there,	 they	 sent	 us	 the	 code	 for	 pi	 and	 the	
Pythagorean	Theorem.	There's	no	reason	to	disbelieve	that	 ...	So	we	 live	
in	this	world	of	anticipation	of	strangeness,	of	change,	rapidly	accelerating	
change.”	(Robinson,	2009)	

	
	

We	will	get	to	these	two	important	notions	–	of	strangeness	and	of	accelerating	change	–	a	

bit	later.	But	firstly	we	must	stop	and	consider	the	sudden	ordinariness	of	all	of	this.	{{Slide}}	

A	 new	modern	world,	 a	 present	 amplified	 by	 a	 new	 type	 of	 futurism	 that	 is	 informed	 by	

almost	 limitless	 amounts	of	 technological	magic:	 artificial	 intelligence	 for	 instance,	 speech	

recognition,	human	to	machine	communication	–	machine	to	machine	communication,	our	

behaviour	even	our	most	personal	desires	and	thoughts	translatable	into	large	evolving	data	

sets,	 physical	 labour	 and	 cognitive	 tasks	 that	 are	 complimented	 by	 technology	 or	 even	

superseded	by	technology.	

	

Beneath	all	of	this	is	the	transistor,	the	microchip,	the	semi-conductor,	the	radio	transmitter	

–	collectively,	the	computer.		{{Slide}}	NASA	put	a	computer	inside	a	rocket	ship	and	landed	

it	on	the	moon	in	1969,	Steve	Jobs	put	one	on	our	desktops	only	8	years	later	and	then	one	

in	our	pockets	in	2007.	Today	with	Raspberry	Pi	we	can	plug	a	thumb	drive	into	almost	any	

screen	 and	 turn	 into	 a	 computer.	 {{Slide}}	 In	 1968	 Arthur	 C	 Clarke	 and	 Stanley	 Kubrick	

envisioned	a	computer	named	HAL,	they	gave	him	a	voice	and	cognition.	 In	2011	we	were	

introduced	 to	 Siri,	 now	 we	 have	 Cortana	 and	 Alexsa	 -	 safe	 female	 virtual	 assistants;	

fortunately	without	 the	 cognition	or	 the	malice	of	 the	HAL	2000.	We	are	building	–	albeit	

playfully,	perhaps	a	little	quaintly	–	relationships	with	our	machines.	

Yet	 through	 innovation	of	 form	and	miniaturisation	of	 components	we	 should	not	

stop	 thinking	 about	 the	 wonder	 of	 it	 all.	 As	 computers	 become	 more	 ubiquitous	 -	 more	

invisible	–	we	should	 instead	seek	to	know	more,	not	 less.	After	all,	 that	 is	what	computer	

hacking	is	all	about.	{{Slide}}	Hackers	are	full	of	wonderment	for	both	technological	function	

and	the	intent	of	the	design.	This	extends	to	the	organisation	and	ownership	of	information	

and	 the	 security	 and	 operability	 of	 networks.	 Yet	 through	 practice,	 through	 repetition,	

through	 community	 support	 and	 intense	 research	 they	 also	 have	 the	 capability	 to	 break	

things	 open	 and	 look	 inside.	 They	 are	 driven	 by	 a	 familiar	 mantra:	 ‘how	 does	 this	 thing	

work?’	{{Slide}}	



	

In	 a	 recent	 essay,	 Not	 Art	 &	 Tech,	 net	 artist	 Olia	 Lialina	 quoted	 computer	 and	 internet	

pioneer	Ted	Nelson	when	trying	to	make	an	argument	against	the	endemic	use	of	the	word	

‘technology’	whether	by	the	‘tech	industry’	or	by	public	institutions:	“Don’t	fall	for	the	word	

‘technology’,”	cried	Nelson,	“It	sounds	determinate.	It	hides	the	fights	and	the	alternatives.	

And	mostly	 it	 is	 intended	 to	make	you	submissive.”	 (Nelson,	2008,	p.	196)	 {{Slide}}	 Lialina	

instead	 favours	 the	word	 ‘computer’	 as	 a	 form	of	 resistance,	 in	our	meagre	 corner	of	 the	

creative	 industries	 sector	 at	 least,	 to	 the	 common	 catchphrase	 ‘art	 and	 technology’.	 She	

writes:	

	

“Technology	with	a	big	T	as	well	as	 technologies	with	small	 ts	 should	be	
replaced	 by	 ‘computer’	 with	 whatever	 size	 c.	 I	 know	 computer	 is	 an	
abstraction	 as	 well,	 but	 it	 still	 connotates	 algorithmic	 powers,	
programmability.	 It	 describes	 what	 happens	 with	 society,	 with	 culture,	
with	arts”.	(Lialina,	2015)		

	

*****	{{Slide}}	McLuhan/Apple	comparison	*****	

	

/////	

	

We	 of	 course	 leave	much	 of	 our	 thinking	 and	 problem	 solving	 to	 devices,	 algorithms	 and	

software.	 In	many	 respects	we	 rely	 on	 their	 invisibility	 to	 enable	 us	 to	 get	 on	with	 other	

things.	 {{Slide}}	We	depend	 on	 computers	 and	 forms	 of	 A.I.	 to	 eliminate	 human	 error,	 to	

follow	the	rules,	to	work	slavishly	within	the	guidelines,	to	expedite	the	checks	and	balances	

and	 nullify	 human	 inconsistencies.	 We	must	 remember	 the	 computer’s	 core	 conceit:	 the	

foundation	of	computer-lead	innovation	was	-	and	still	is	–	all	about	efficiency.	{{Slide}}	This	

is	the	paradigm	of	California	logic	and	Silicon	Valley	enterprise.	We	can	even	look	back	at	the	

code	breaking	machines	of	 the	Second	World	War	to	see	that	computing	technology	at	 its	

very	foundational	level	was	about	accelerating	the	rate	of	calculation.	This	of	course	is	now	

happening	to	the	nth	degree:	{{Slide}}	in	near	earth	orbit,	in	the	physics	lab,	in	the	operating	

theatre,	in	the	aeroplane	cockpit,	in	the	film	studio,	in	the	stock	exchange,	in	the	home	and	

in	our	pockets	and	on	our	wrists.		

All	of	this	of	course	is	dependent	on	another	invisible	force	–	Big	Data.	{{Slide}}		It	is	

the	 accumulation,	 aggregation	 and	 blending	 of	 large	 data	 sets	 that	 make	 possible	

innovations	 such	 as	 speech	 recognition,	 driverless	 cars,	 predictive	 internet	 searching,	



remote	 medical	 diagnosis	 and	 the	 analysis	 and	 mapping	 of	 sub-atomic	 matter.	 High-end	

efficiency.	

We	also	understand	however	 that	 the	benefits	of	 such	vast	accumulations	of	data	

can	 also	 be	 a	 curse.	 The	 shear	 complexity	 and	 ubiquity	 of	 the	 algorithmic	 background	

atmosphere	of	the	contemporary	networked	experience	can	breed	a	sense	of	futility	and	of	

detachment.	

As	 Freeman	 Dyson	 observes,	 “the	 immense	 size	 of	 modern	 databases	 gives	 us	 a	

feeling	 of	 meaninglessness.	 Information	 in	 such	 quantities	 reminds	 us	 of	 Borges’s	 library	

extending	infinitely	in	all	directions.	It	is	our	task	as	humans	to	bring	meaning	back	into	this	

wasteland.	As	 finite	creatures	who	think	and	feel,	we	can	create	 islands	of	meaning	 in	the	

sea	of	information”.	(Dyson,	2011)	

This	 is	 no	 easy	 task.	 There	 is	 a	 sense	 that	 the	 data	 is	 just	 running	 away	 from	 us.	

{{Slide}}	 There	 is	 an	 avatar	 lose	 in	 the	 garden	 broadcasting	 our	 bank	 accounts,	 serial	

numbers,	 passwords,	 medical	 records,	 spending	 patterns,	 travel	 logs	 and	 intimate	

conversations	 multiplying	 and	 cross-matching	 with	 millions	 of	 other	 deep	 web	 avatars	 in	

vast	 server	 farms	 in	 the	 tundra.	This	 is	all	happening	 far	beyond	what	Orwell	or	Huxley	or	

McLuhan	 for	 that	 matter	 could	 ever	 have	 imagined.	 {{Slide}}	 The	 weight,	 density	 and	

enormity	of	the	present	information	torrent	that	we	are	caught	up	in	most	certainly	breeds	

anxiety	and	promotes	a	 sense	of	estrangement	 through	an	ambiguity	of	both	context	and	

meaning.	This	negation	of	individual	identity	–	or	perhaps	this	supplementation	by	our	own	

market-ready	avatar	–	comes	into	play	as	we	feed	the	algorithm.	This,	it	would	seem,	is	the	

entry	fee	–	the	price	that	we	pay	–	to	participate	in	the	community	data	hive.	It	is	also	the	

prize	for	those	who	would	seek	to	exploit	the	foundation	upon	which	the	hive	is	built.		

A	picture	is	gradually	emerging	of	the	perils	of	data	analytics,	of	rogue	code,	of	the	

algorithms	 that	 hang	 off	 large	 data	 sets	 and	 the	 role	 that	 humans	 play	 in	 their	 design,	

analysis	and	manipulation.			

{{Slide}}	 In	 2013	 the	 Dow	 Jones	 industrial	 average	 experienced	 a	 “flash	 crash”	 of	

143-points	 after	 the	 Twitter	 account	 of	 Associated	 Press	 was	 hacked	 posting	 a	 dubious	

tweet	 saying	 that	 Baraka	 Obama	 had	 been	 injured	 in	 explosions	 at	 the	 White	 House.	

(Foxman	 &	 Phillips,	 2013)	 High-frequency	 trading	 algorithms	 that	 scan	 news	 feeds	 for	

potential	 market	 volatility	 brought	 about	 this	 sudden	 –	 almost	 instantaneous	 –	 market	

correction.	 (Moore	 &	 Roberts,	 2013)	 Elsewhere	 algorithms	 have	 been	 used	 to	 adjust	 the	

price	 of	 goods	 based	 on	 a	 consumer’s	 ISP	 address	 and	 thereby	 negating	 the	 supposed	

equaliser	 of	 the	 online	marketplace;	 a	 recent	 Harvard	 study	 cited	 in	 the	 New	 York	 Times	



found	that	the	Google	ad	network	was	profiling	potential	customers	by	placing	arrest	record	

adverts	after	searches	for	“distinctively	black	names.”	(Miller,	2015)	While	a	similar	study	at	

Carnegie	 Mellon	 found	 Google	 had	 being	 placing	 higher-paying	 job	 adverts	 in	 front	 of	 a	

much	higher	percentage	of	male	 than	 female	web	users.	 (Datta,	 Tschantz,	&	Datta,	 2015)	

{{Slide}}	 The	 Chicago	 police	 department	 recently	 announced	 they	 were	 using	 relational	

databases	 and	 social	 media	 activity	 to	 develop	 ‘heat	 maps’	 of	 predictive	 crime	 and	 gun	

violence.	While	 in	Pennsylvania	there	 is	a	proposal	that	 is	gaining	traction	to	base	criminal	

sentencing	 on	 “risk	 assessment”	 formulas	 that	 evaluate	whether	 defendants	 and	 inmates	

will	commit	future	crimes.	The	formula	is	not	only	based	on	an	individual’s	data	analytics	but	

also	of	the	criminal	records	of	family	members.	In	both	instances	this	raises	many	questions	

about	 the	 inherent	 bias	 in	 the	 design	 of	 such	 analytics.	 As	 Jason	 Baldridge	 noted	 on	 the	

website	TechCrunch,	“Humans	are	biased,	and	the	biases	we	encode	into	machines	are	then	

scaled	and	automated.	This	 is	not	 inherently	bad	(or	good),	but	 it	 raises	the	question:	how	

do	we	operate	in	a	world	 increasingly	consumed	with	“personal	analytics”	that	can	predict	

race,	 religion,	 gender,	 age,	 sexual	 orientation,	 health	 status	 and	much	more.”	 (Baldridge,	

2015)	

	

The	ethical	challenge	then	becomes	is	what	we	as	humans	decide	are	appropriate	tasks	for	

machines	and	software	and	where	is	the	line	at	which	we	intersect	with	those	functions?		

	

Which	brings	me	to	the	drone.	

	

/////	

	

{{Slide}}	Drone	technology	and	the	R&D	investment	in	the	systems	that	govern	their	use	is	of	

course	one	of	 the	most	explicit	demonstrations	of	 the	growing	gap	between	a	 reliance	on	

data	and	the	rights	of	the	individual.	The	Edward	Snowden	revelations	confirmed	that	bulk	

data	 retention	 rather	 than	 selective	 analysis	 is	 the	 preferred	method	 of	 security	 agencies	

like	the	NSA	and	the	Australian	Signals	Directorate.	As	David	Lyon	observes,	{{Slide}}	

	

This	 already	 goes	 beyond	 what	 many	 once	 imagined	 was	 direct	
and	 specifically	 targeted	 relationships	 by	 state	 agencies	 of	
individuals,	to	mass	surveillance,	dependent	on	a	close	liaison	with	
corporate	 bodies	 and	 on	 the	 self-recording	 devices	 used	 in	
everyday	communications	and	transactions.	(Lyon,	2014)	

	



The	 danger	 is	 however	 that	 such	 a	 rationale	will	 seep	 into	 other	 security	 operations	 and	

military	 programs	 that	 depend	 on	 data	 analytics	 and	 autonomous	 modes	 of	 operation.	

According	 to	 Maj.	 Gen.	 Curtis	 M.	 Bedke,	 the	 commander	 of	 the	 US	 Air	 Force	 Research	

Laboratory	(AFRL)	the	information	space	becomes	the	“battlespace”.	{{Slide}}	It	becomes	an	

automated	environment	where	begrudgingly	 it	would	 seem	“humans	would	 remain	 in	 the	

loop”	 in	an	almost	subordinate	monitoring	capacity	 in	a	centralised	ground	station.	While,	

out	 in	 the	 field,	 “brains	 with	 wings”	 become	 “more	 autonomous”	 their	 behaviour	 eerily	

echoing	 Jaron	 Lanier’s	 notion	 of	 the	 network–hive	 mentality	 as	 they	 seek	 to	 maintain	 a	

“dominant	offensive	cyber	engagement”	(Ackerman	&	Bedke,	2010).			

This	 is	 the	 inverse	 of	 the	 Big	Data	 dream,	 this	 is	 Elon	Musk’s	 A.I.	 demons	 coming	

home	 to	 roost.	 Culturally	 it	 has	 already	been	 foretold.	 {{Slide}}	 This	 nightmare	 scenario	 is	

evoked	 in	 a	 sequence	 of	 ‘swarm	 films’	 that	 appeared	 in	 quick	 succession	 in	 the	 years	

immediately	following	9/11.	Each	of	the	swarm	films	 in	one	way	or	another	 is	a	parable	of	

the	potential	dangers	lurking	within	the	apparent	superior	organisation	of	the	hive.	What	we	

are	 seeing	 here,	 according	 to	 Adam	 Rothstein,	 is	 the	 emergence	 of	 the	 politics	 of	

cosmological	capital	as	a	present–future	archetype:	{{Slide}}	

	

Drones’,	 as	 we	 have	 come	 to	 know	 them,	 represent	 an	 intensely	
collapsed	political,	economic,	and	social	cosmology.	They	are	singular	
points	of	world–historical	militarism,	state	control,	and	technological	
specialty,	 orbiting	 high	 above	 our	 heads,	 the	 new	 astrological	
wanderers	 of	 our	 mortal	 fates.	 The	 MQ–1	 Predator,	 MQ–4	 Global	
Hawk,	MQ–9	Reaper,	RQ–170	Sentinel:	these	names	are	the	basis	of	a	
new	hierarchical	choir	of	angels.	(Rothstein,	2012).		

	

In	 this	 regard,	 the	 drone,	 the	 clone,	 the	 automaton	 are	 part	 of	 a	 hierarchal	 system	 pre–

ordained	 to	 aggregate	 data,	 to	 quote	 Paul	 Virilio,	 into	 “synthetic	 images	 created	 by	 the	

machine	for	the	machine.”	(Virilio,	1994,	p.	61)		{{Slide}}	We	can	see	the	design	aesthetic	of	

this	blending	of	science	fiction	and	military	iconography	in	the	shape	and	form	of	computer	

hardware,	 in	 the	 cinema	 of	 aliens	 and	 the	 military	 components	 of	 surveillance.	 These	

cultural	artefacts	speak	to	the	darkness	within	the	gothic	high–tech	ferment.	Although	they	

may	only	appear	on	the	periphery	these	artefacts	embody	an	innate	fear	of	the	swarm	–	a	

mistrust	of	not	only	 the	 foreignness	of	 the	machine	but	also	a	darker	glimpse	 into	human	

nature	 that	 they	 provide.	 {{Slide}}	 The	 uncertainty	 and	 anxiety	 that	 ensues	 when	 we	

succumb	to	the	pull	of	the	pack,	the	mob,	the	horde	is	writ	large	in	these	cinematic	parables	

of	 Big	 Data’s	 end	 game.	 Could	 it	 be	 that	 our	 fear	 of	 the	 robot	 swarm	 is	 not	 based	 on	 a	

technological	agent	but	the	very	primal	instincts	we	fear	exist	deep	within	ourselves?	



{{Slide}}	 The	 neo–gothic	 narrative	 being	 played	 out	 in	 films	 such	 as	Blade	 Runner	

(Scott,	 1982)	 and	 television	 programs	 such	 as	 Humans	 is	 not	 only	 the	 obvious	 novum	

governing	all	of	the	swarm	films	(that	the	A.I.	has	developed	an	unnerving	mistrust	of	their	

human	 counterparts)	 but	 that	we	humans	 have	 developed	 a	 disconcerting	 lack	 of	 faith	 in	

ourselves	 at	 the	 hands	 of	 the	 machine.	 {{Slide}}	 A	 mediated	 separation	 from	 the	 lived	

experience	 as	 rendered	 by	 the	machine	 and	 what	 Virilio	 would	 call	 ‘teleobjectivity’:	 “our	

eyes	 are	 thus	not	 shut	 by	 the	 cathode	 screen	 alone;	more	 than	 anything	 else	we	now	no	

longer	 seek	 to	 see,	 to	 look	around	us,	not	even	 in	 front	of	us,	 but	exclusively	beyond	 the	

horizon	of	objective	appearances.”	 (Virilio,	 2007,	p.	6)	What	 remains	 then	 is	 a	 very	gothic	

notion	of	the	urge	to	look	away	–	to	internalise	the	anxiety	of	the	real	–	to	endure	“without	

going	there	to	see.	To	perceive	without	really	being	there”	(Virilio	&	Lotringer,	2005,	p.	8).	

{{Slide}}	 Indeed,	as	was	revealed	 in	2013	the	trauma	of	remote	controlled	conflict,	

specifically	of	drone	pilots	developing	“the	same	levels	of	depression,	anxiety,	PTSD,	alcohol	

abuse,	 and	 suicidal	 ideation	 as	 traditional	 combat	 aircrews”,	 represents	 an	 entirely	 new	

machine	 mediated	 anxiety.	 While	 the	 symptoms	 are	 analogous	 with	 what	 clinical	

psychiatrist	 Jonathan	 Shay	 calls	 “moral	 injury”	 this	 demonstrates	 a	 discernible	 shift	 away	

from	a	focus	“on	the	violence	that	has	been	done	to	a	person	in	wartime	toward	his	feelings	

about	what	he	has	done	to	others”	(Power,	2013).	And	this	is	happening	one	step	removed	

from	the	act	 itself	as	drone	operators	are	 increasingly	 relying	on	“Big-Data-led	beliefs	 that	

suspects	can	be	isolated	by	category	and	algorithm.”	(Lyon,	2014)		{{Slide}}	In	this	reality	kill	

lists	are	determined	not	by	Generals	but	 from	aggregated	data,	missiles	are	guided	not	by	

joysticks	but	by	 the	A.I.	 of	 unmanned	aerial	 vehicles	 and	operations	 are	 conducted	not	 in	

cockpits	 but	 in	 virtual	 chambers	 at	 remote	 distances.	 The	 Department	 of	 Defense	 has	

acknowledged	that	a	problem	exists	by	identifying	what	they	call	the	effects	of	“existential	

conflict”.	 According	 to	Dan	Gettinger	 from	 the	 Centre	 for	 the	 Study	 of	 the	Drone	 at	 Bard	

College	 to	 remedy	 this	 they	 will	 be	 investing	 in	 the	 Ground	 Control	 Station,	 the	 human	

component	of	 the	operation	 -	 in	 essence,	 a	 comfort	 upgrade.	 	 (Gettinger,	 2015)	 Yet	most	

disturbingly	 however,	 is	 the	 department’s	 plan	 to	 provide	 a	 procedural	 buffer	 –	 a	 moral	

sidestep	 –	 for	 the	 human	 asset	 to	 defer	 to	 a	 machine	 counterpart.	 {{Slide}}	 As	 Power’s	

article	reveals,	“to	mitigate	these	effects,	researchers	have	proposed	creating	a	Siri-like	user	

interface,	a	virtual	co-pilot	that	anthropomorphizes	the	drone	and	lets	crews	shunt	off	the	

blame	 for	 whatever	 happens.”	 (Power,	 2013)	 This	 then	 would	 be	 the	 beginning	 of	 a	

systematic	transferal	of	faith	from	the	individual	to	the	machine.	The	reality	then	becomes	



the	simulation	and	we	experience	the	very	real	blowback	of	the	interface	between	Big	Data,	

surveillance	and	A.I.	on	the	individual.		

	

To	look	and	not	to	know:	to	design,	build	and	then	to	ultimately	secede	to	the	technology	is	

of	 course	 Frankenstein’s	 curse.	 To	 construct	 in	 our	 image	 a	 vengeful	 enforcer	 capable	 of	

very	human	notions	of	 control	 and	of	 justice	 is	 of	 course	 the	 logical	 extension	of	 this	will	

towards	a	blending	of	skewered	data	sets	and	automated	perceptions	of	threat.		

{{Slide}}	 In	 this	 idealised	narrative	of	 technological	 suprematism	the	U.S.	Air	Force	

Research	 Laboratory	 does	 indeed	 envision	 swarms	 of	 military	 drones	 that	 are,	 to	 quote	

Major	 Bedke:	 “guided	 by	 autonomous	 programming	 that	 allows	 them	 to	 change	 their	

objective	mid–mission	like	a	flock	of	birds	suddenly	changing	direction”	(Ackerman	&	Bedke,	

2010).		This	goes	beyond	a	mere	reshaping	of	the	systems	of	control,	this	is	not	purely	an	act	

of	data	analysis	or	security	surveillance	by	an	autonomous	system,	this	is	the	system	literally	

assuming	 control	 of	 and	 responding	 to	 data.	 As	 artist	 Joseph	 DeLappe	 observes,	 drones	

“seem	 to	 perfectly	 combine	 aspects	 of	 our	 worst	 fantasies	 of	 digital	 technologies,	

interactivity,	 computer	 gaming	 and	 war.	 One	 might	 consider	 them	 a	 bit	 of	 a	 "gateway"	

weapon”.	(Garrett	&	DeLappe,	2014).		

{{Slide}}	As	 the	US	military	 increasingly	 relies	on	unmanned	vehicles	and	data-lead	

systems,	 should	 we	 be	 concerned	 that	 human	 discretion	 is	 being	 supplemented	 by	 data	

analytics	as	semi-autonomous	systems	move	towards	fully	autonomous	swarm	capabilities?	

As	David	Lyon	has	observed,	“Big	Data	practices	encourage	the	use	of	automated	decision-

making	and	thus	downplay	the	role	of	discretion”	(Lyon,	2014).	Danielle	Citron,	Professor	of	

Law	 at	 the	University	 of	Maryland,	 has	warned	 that	when	 automation	 privileges	 A.I.	 over	

human	analysis	society	is	making	a	“retreat	from	the	discretionary	model	of	administrative	

law”	(Citron	in	Lyon,	2014).	

{{Slide}}	This	“datafication”	of	individuals,	of	postcodes,	of	foreign	targets,	of	cultural	

rituals,	 of	 political	 scenarios,	 of	 accelerated	 timelines	 and	 informational	 battlespaces	 is	

creating	a	new	set	of	morally	dubious	digital	objects.	 In	 this	brave	new	world	of	 relational	

data,	 autonomous	 machines	 and	 the	 algorithms	 which	 guide	 them	 can	 independently	

evaluate	 and	 identify	 targets	 based	 on	 iterations	 –	 “emergent	 patterns”	 –	 enabling	

organisations	like	the	Federal	Police,	ASIO	and	the	NSA	–	for	better	or	for	worse	–	to	visualise	

a	threat	embedded	in	an	ever	expanding	database	of	threats	that	are	constantly	moving	and	

morphing	like	liquid.	

	



{{Slide}}	As	individuals,	as	citizens	of	the	hive,	as	researchers	–	as	artists	like	myself	working	

with	computers,	big,	small	and	invisible	–	we	have	an	obligation	to	have	an	understanding	of	

technology	that	goes	beyond	a	marketing	catchphrase.	To	make	the	invisible	visible	-	to	look	

inside	and	ask,	How	does	this	thing	work?	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Epilogue	

	

This	brings	to	mind	the	work	of	James	Bridle,	who	set	the	webosphere	alight	with	his	panel	

at	 SWSW	 on	 the	 question	 of	 the	 new	 aesthetic	 in	 2012.	 In	 much	 the	 same	 way	 as	 Lev	

Manovich	utilizes	publically	available	images	and	the	parameters	of	time	and	geography	to	

construct	 a	 set	 of	 evocative	 digital	 objects	 Bridle’s	Dronestagram	 Tumblr	 project	 collects	

location	 and	 casualty	 data	 on	drone	 strikes.	 {{Slide}}	 The	majority	 of	 records	 are	 sourced	

from	the	Bureau	of	 Investigative	Journalism	from	strikes	reported	 in	Pakistan,	Yemen,	and	

Somalia	 while	 the	 images	 themselves	 are	 captured	 from	Google	Maps	 Satellite	 view	 and	

posted	to	Instagram	which	then	syndicates	the	feed	to	Tumblr	and	Twitter.	As	Bridle	says,	

“These	technologies	are	not	just	for	“organising”	information,	they	are	also	for	revealing	it,	

for	telling	us	something	new	about	the	world	around	us,	rendering	it	more	clearly”.	(Bridle,	

2012a)	{{Slide}}	Bridle	takes	a	more	poetic	view	of	the	penultimate	moment	before	a	night	

time	 drone	 strike	 with	 his	 photographic	 assemblage,	 The	 Light	 of	 God	 (Bridle,	 2012b).	

Inspired	by	the	term	after	it	appeared	in	an	experimental	documentary	film	by	Omer	Fast,	

5000	 Feet	 is	 the	 Best,	 in	 which	 a	 drone	 operator	 explains	 the	 Light	 of	 God	 phenomena.	

Using	a	thermal	camera	to	identify	the	target	area,	the	operator	locks	the	drone’s	targeting	

system	onto	the	site	using	a	 laser	 targeting	marker	which	 in	 turn	calls	 in	a	Hellfire	missile	

strike.	To	quote	from	the	film:	“We	just	send	out	a	beam	of	laser	and	when	the	troops	put	

on	their	night	vision	goggles	they'll	just	see	this	light	that	looks	like	it's	coming	from	heaven.	

Right	on	the	spot,	coming	out	of	nowhere,	from	the	sky.	It's	quite	beautiful."	(Fast,	2011)		

{{Slide}}	Evoking	the	angelic	light	of	a	Christian	God	in	a	Muslim	land	underlines	the	

broader	 complexities	 at	 work	 when	 the	 pointy	 end	 of	 data	 analytics	 is	 a	 silent	 act	 of	

violence.	Fusing	the	liquid	electric	beams	sent	up	by	the	9/11	Anniversary	Memorial,	Tribute	

In	Light	 (Carpenter	&	The	Municipal	Art	Society	of	New	York,	2011)	with	the	 image	of	 the	

reciprocal	targeting	laser	of	The	Light	of	God	this	new	image	juxtaposition	becomes	–	to	use	

Sterling	 again	 –	 the	 ultimate	 gothic	 high-tech	 object	 –	 the	 smashing	 together	 of	 science,	

fiction	and	religion.	All	of	it	frozen	in	that	moment	of	machine	assisted	night	vision	–	a	dark	

euphoric	 luminance	of	 imminent,	absent	and	anonymous	destruction.	Here	 the	residue	of	

data	sits	alongside	 the	 residue	of	extreme	violence.	These	are	visual	accounts	of	a	deadly	

clash	of	cultures	appearing	as	 they	do	at	 the	very	end	of	a	political	narrative	 in	much	the	

same	 way	 as	 the	War	 Rug	 phenomena	 in	 Pakistan	 and	 Afghanistan	 constitutes	 a	 similar	

residue.	{{Slide}}	In	these	examples	of	traditional	craftsmanship	that	dates	back	a	millennia	

https://instagram.com/dronestagram
http://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/2012/01/11/obama-2012-strikes/
http://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/2012/05/08/yemen-reported-us-covert-action-2012/
http://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/2012/02/22/get-the-data-somalias-hidden-war/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/stml/8122855101/
http://commonwealth-projects.com/project/omer-fast-5000-feet-is-the-best/


the	 residue	 of	 military	 data	 analytics	 are	 reconstituted	 in	 the	 designs	 of	 traditional	 rug	

making	and	on-sold	back	to	the	West	via	the	internet.			

While	 these	 are	 very	 powerful	 visual	 images	 that	 evoke	 a	 certain	 type	 of	 reality,	

that	 of	 a	 very	 personal	 experience	 in	 a	 very	 visible	war	 other	 artists	 strive	 to	 expose	 the	

unseen	machinations	of	surveillance	and	data	gathering.	Trevor	Paglen	is	a	geographer	and	

media	artist	who	employs	camera	and	imaging	technology	to	pull	back	the	veil	on	the	drone	

network	and	the	communication	and	surveillance	systems	of	the	U.S.	Military	and	the	NSA.	

He	watches	 those	who	watch	us.	 The	 aesthetic	 touchstone	of	 Paglen’s	work	 is	The	 Fence	

(Lake	 Kickapoo,	 Texas)	 (Paglen,	 2013)	 {{Slide}}	 which	 is	 produced	 from	 analysing	 the	

microwave	frequencies	of	a	powerful	network	of	radar	systems	that	envelope	the	territorial	

United	States.	The	Fence	 is	 captured	by	making	normally	 invisible	 light	 frequencies	visible	

and	thereby	capturing	the	unseen	and	expressing	this	 in	vivid	rich	chromatic	textures.	The	

subject,	as	Paglen	explains,	is	an	“electromagnetic	border	that	extends	far	into	space	from	

transmitters	 in	 Alaska,	 California,	 Texas,	 Massachusetts,	 Greenland,	 and	 the	 United	

Kingdom.	 The	 Fence	 is	 designed	 to	 track	 spacecraft	 overflying	 the	 United	 States	 and	 to	

serve	as	an	early	warning	system	to	detect	ballistic	missile	launches”	(Paglen,	2013).	This	is	a	

constant	permanent	structure	of	virtuality,	a	network	of	immense	size	and	of	immense	data	

processing	capabilities,	but	essentially	invisible.	
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