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 Twice I’ve been wrong about the internet. 
 When I was in high school in New York in the early 1990s, my parents had 

a technologically savvy friend. He told us about a service he had signed up to, 
America Online. “If you log on to my computer”, he said, “we can fi nd out 
what the weather is like in Detroit”. “Why would you want to know what the 
weather is in Detroit?” I thought. This thing’s a bust. 

 When I graduated from college, I had only vague ideas of what I wanted to 
do and used my college career services department to apply for various jobs. 
One was an alum working out of his house in Westchester County, New York, 
who was starting an internet company that could put comments boxes on news 
stories on the web. “You could put a box on this  New York Times  story and feed 
back on what you think”, he explained in my interview. “Why would the  New 
York Times  care what you think?” I thought. They’re the  New York Times . This 
thing’s a bust. 

 It goes without saying I hope this isn’t the third time I’m wrong about the 
internet. 

 This book addresses the profound changes that digital culture has had on 
contemporary art and sets out the history within which new experiments with 
digital culture should be seen. As with many movements that invoke the new, or 
which feel themselves to be part of a sea change, the artwork about the internet 
and digital technologies since the mid-2000s has sought to present itself as a 
break from the past. It portrays the world after the internet as so irrevocably 
changed that the work made within it is changed as well. This book will look 
seriously at what typifi es the art of digital culture and show how it comes out 
of the tenets that ran throughout the twentieth century. It will also seek to 
understand the effects that digital culture has had on the infrastructure of the 
art world and on theorisations of the art object and, most importantly, to look 
closely at the works themselves and the themes they explore. 

 ∗ 
 Art made in response to the internet and digital technologies addresses the 
changes to identity, to political freedoms, to behaviour, and to codes of repre-
sentation through the prism of the digital. It is work about the internet, but not 

 Introduction 
 Beyond the visible image 
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necessarily on the internet, and tracks the internet’s emergence into the main-
stream, particularly as a platform for social media. Art concerned with digital 
culture tends to be discursive and representational, arguing for a story, setting 
out a case, or operating as a metaphor for a state of affect engendered by a digital 
reality. This notion of affect is key: a great number of post-internet works try 
to get across the new  feeling  of a life lived in the digital era, and the fi rst-person 
narrator is a major navigator through this territory. 

 Medium loses its importance, as work appears in one medium only to migrate 
to another in a different exhibition context. Sculptural works, employing new 
items of technology in assemblages, become circulated images; videos appear in 
immersive installations that privilege spectatorship; performances are accumu-
lative. Works are also made online, using and critiquing the new social media 
platforms of the Web 2.0, whose rise is coincident with that of expanded digital 
culture. Among these crossings of boundaries, one mode is crucial: that of per-
formance, particularly the lecture-performance and a mode I call personation. 
These allow the individual to demonstrate his or her bodily self as against the 
technology that operates under a register of the omnipotent mind. 

 The years that this study focuses on, from roughly the mid-2000s to 2016, 
are those in which the internet and digital technologies move, like debris from 
an avalanche, into daily life: Facebook is founded in 2004, YouTube in 2005, 
Twitter in 2006, and the iPhone appears in 2007. The young artists whose 
work is commonly, though contentiously, referred to as “post-internet art” 
emerge alongside these developments, and at the same time, concerns related to 
the internet and digital technologies – patterns of circulation, information, and 
digital  representation – infl ect the work of already established critical artists. 
It is important to underline the feedback loop here, to use a cybernetic term. 
The internet and digitality become concerns for artists just as the internet and 
digitality become parts of everyday life. 

 Indeed, the intersection between daily life and digital culture is precisely the 
fi eld investigated by art of digital culture. 

 The digital bleeds into all other categories of life and cultural production: its 
radical reorganisation of how we live is one reason for the multitude of artistic 
responses to it as well as to the enthusiasm with which these have been greeted. 
People are hungry for sense to be made of these widespread changes. In this way, 
art that responds to digital culture during this time period can be distinguished 
from technological predecessors. The internet that movements such as net.art 
treated was a very different internet, and other earlier technological movements 
were regarded as marginal to the mainstream, sequestered within a technologi-
cal ghetto. 

 The move into the mainstream 

 It might seem odd that it took until the mid-2000s for the mainstream of contem-
porary art to start addressing the internet. At the turn of the millennium, the inter-
net and digital technologies were a relatively minor subject in this mainstream, 
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which can be understood as constituted by a Bermuda Triangle of institutions, 
biennials, and commercial galleries. In the 2000s, moving-image work in the art 
world was still deeply invested in analogue technologies of 16mm and 35mm 
celluloid fi lm and its paraphernalia of projectors and the fi lm strip. Tacita Dean’s 
triumphant monument to celluloid fi lm, her Tate Modern Turbine Hall com-
mission  FILM , was made as late as 2011: that is, it took till 2011 for contempo-
rary art to say, “Analogue fi lm is dead! Long live analogue fi lm”. In sculpture, 
craft-based projects were resurgent, and painting, infl uenced by mass-production 
processes, was (and is) still a dominant mode of working. This suggests a conser-
vative rather than avant-garde impulse at the heart of art-making – an implica-
tion that artists now seek to show what has been left behind as much as pushing 
forward with the new. When networks and computers were entering offi ce 
spaces in the 1960s, one might remember, Conceptual artists became interested 
in the typewriter, the index card, and other physical effects of administration. 

 The slowness of art to pick up on digital technologies was one of the fac-
tors in a divisive 2012  Artforum  article by Claire Bishop, “The Digital Divide: 
Contemporary Art and New Media”, which queried why contemporary art 
was “so reluctant to describe our experience of digitized life” (Bishop 2012). 1  
The article caused a furore with the net.art community and that of other artists 
working in digital media and media arts, who, of course, had been working in 
the fi eld of digitised life. But Bishop’s article, though refl ecting a historical inac-
curacy of artistic progression, accurately demonstrated the purview of the art 
mainstream, and the major magazines, art journals, and art academe who track 
it. The art mainstream’s elitism and fence-building is itself something that net.
art and other technological movements were keen to challenge; Bishop’s article 
was doubly a slap in the face for them, marginalising these art practices by the 
very criteria they disavowed. 

 As internet usage has become ubiquitous, its potential challenge to this 
gallery–institution–biennial triangle of power has been one of its most exciting 
prospects. As a circulatory mechanism, it has allowed young artists to bypass 
curator and gallerist to post work online themselves and to use the internet’s 
capacity for self-organisation and networking to establish new hybrid institu-
tions that fulfi l the role of producer, critic, and commercial gallerist alike. The 
reorganisation of these roles has been one of the claims made for the “sea 
change” effected by work of this period, and in this study, we will look at these 
views in detail. The movement of the internet into daily life means potential 
infrastructural shifts are part and parcel of what is meant by “new technolo-
gies”, and indeed thought of in this way, we can see how art-making practice 
was indeed infl ected by the internet and new technologies much earlier than 
the mid-2000s, as well as throughout the 2000s and 2010s in ways that are not 
related to simply the presence or absence of a digital console in an exhibition 
setting. By this, I mean the attitude shifts that are consonant with, though not 
solely determined by, the internet and digital technologies. 

 For example, my incredulity that the  New York Times  editors might care 
what is written in a small comments box below an article shows a deference to 
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authority and a passive readership of news and opinion that couldn’t be further 
from engagement with knowledge structures today. Activity on the web is one 
of participation rather than consumption: commenting, live-blogging, forward-
ing or posting links, adding to Reddit threads, participating in memes. Exhibi-
tions, particularly biennial openings, engender enormous immediate response 
on Instagram and Twitter, and curators actively cultivate this mediation. The 
move towards participation can also be seen in art practice. Artworks that 
require the participation of the public for their completion are now established 
art-making modes, whether codifi ed in Relational Aesthetics or as a general 
aspect of performance, and exhibitions regularly privilege the participation 
of their viewers. Hans Ulrich Obrist’s exhibition “Do It” (1993), which now 
has now taken place in more than fi fty locations and is still ongoing, entirely 
comprises instruction pieces to be activated by the viewer. Instruction pieces 
and participation have a long history in art practice (Duchamp’s sugar-cube 
readymade, which he instructed his sister to make in 1917; Yoko Ono’s book of 
instructions,  Grapefruit  (1964); Fluxus more generally in the 1960s), but by the 
1990s, one can say they became a normalised artistic mode. It is also signifi cant 
that the year of the fi rst “Do It” – 1993 – is when the fi rst web browsers were 
introduced for the general public. “Do It”, you might say, is an exhibition for 
the internet age. 

 The intersection between art world and wider cultural trends in this example 
shows the promise of this fi eld of enquiry – how art has responded to the 
everyday effects of internet and digital technologies – as well as its limitations: 
how on earth to chart a methodologically sound and achievable path through 
this vast territory. This is corroborated and compounded by the work itself: the 
refusal of internet- and digital-related queries to remain within formal param-
eters is fundamental to the work we are considering. Even delimiting the digital 
ontologically falters. The digital, as Kerstin Stakemeier (2014) has argued, is a 
meta-medium, an imaginary, and a social fi eld as much as a description of a 
binary process of communicating information. Part of my project here will be 
to typify this sign of “digitality”. Work concerned with digital technology freely 
moves from formal investigations of the medium to socio-economic or affective 
implications, and back again. Its wide purview also means it directly addresses 
other societal, economic, and political shifts that have occurred over the same 
time period of its development – not just the Silicon Valley tech innovations, 
but the catastrophic political and economic events that bookend and punctuate 
it: the Iraq War begins in 2003, vastly amplifying Western military engagement 
in the Middle East; the fi nancial crash of 2008 results in a further widening of 
the income and wealth gap in the West; the Arab Spring of 2011 puts paid to 
hopes for stability in the Middle East; and Edward Snowden’s revelations about 
the National Security Agency’s (NSA) internet surveillance program, in 2013, 
initiates a sentiment of deep scepticism and anxiety over the internet that pro-
foundly contrasts with the feeling of optimism it engendered among artists in 
the 1990s. These events fi gure heavily in the work produced and will be guiding 
factors in our discussion of them. 



Beyond the visible image 5

 Seeking to situate art responding to digital culture within an art history also 
poses challenges, as parameters for periodisation have been rendered murky by 
a lack of clarity over postmodernism, the last fully periodised cultural move-
ment. Postmodernism, when it appeared in the 1980s, was very clear about itself, 
defi ned explicitly in reaction to modernism. But the received understandings 
of both modernism and postmodernism have since shifted. The return to mod-
ernism as a theoretical construct, in Roger M. Buergel’s edition of Documenta 
(2007); the artistic (and market-encouraged) return to modernist geometrical 
forms and abstraction in painting and sculpture in the 2000s and 2010s; the 
widening of modernism geographically (the idea of many modernisms); and 
Latour’s infl uential challenge to the very idea of Western modernity ( We Have 
Never Been Modern , 1991; English translation, 1993), has undermined a stable 
identity for the period. The suggestion that postmodernism was merely the tail 
end of modernism rather than its own movement has also made its characteri-
sations less secure – postmodernism becomes a hiccup rather than a sequential 
phase, shot through with questions of hyper-reality and appropriation but not 
one necessarily moving on from its predecessor in any sort of teleological or dia-
lectic progression. The failure to identify what has followed postmodernism – 
posthumanism? – likewise contributes to the feeling of stasis or progression 
breaking down. Teleology itself was critiqued under the (chronologically 
constituted) sign of postmodernism and poststructuralism, and that critique has 
proved robust and pervasive. The end of “grand narratives” is part of the cultural 
theory imaginary, alongside the aura and the gaze. This problem of periodisation 
has led to proclaiming the end of art (David Joselit) or forgetting the art world 
(Pamela Lee). Peter Osborne, in  Anywhere or Not at All: Philosophy of Contemporary 
Art  (2013), conceives of contemporary art as a spatial phenomenon, connected 
to transnational globality as much as a temporal progression or index of time. 

 This is to suggest that the rather broadsheet-minded allegations of the irrup-
tion of the digital moment have their roots in greater anxieties around time and 
periodisation than just in the notion that life was so very different before we had 
iPhones. Post-internet art doesn’t explicitly promote its connections to tech-
nological predecessors such as cybernetics and net.art, nor with other traditions 
that one might think it would have come out of. Most of the discourses that 
artists cite are themselves young disciplines: accelerationism, speculative realism, 
object-oriented ontology. Artworks make connections among music, design, 
advertising, and fi lm – a dispersion of kinds of culture in the present moment 
rather than a chain of historical connections. 

 The notion of the immense, irrevocable, and universal paradigm shift that has 
been accomplished by the ubiquity of digital and communication technologies 
forms part of the controversy over “post-internet art”, which is seen as alleg-
ing radical novelty where there is in fact only artistic rehashing. This has been 
exacerbated by the parameters for the category of post-internet art being set 
as a function of age rather than intentionality or shared characteristics. One is 
forced to imagine an entire swathe of young people so interpellated by internet 
and digital technologies they are constitutionally different from anyone with 
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wrinkles, even incipient ones. 2  Shows like the New Museum’s “Younger than 
Jesus” (2009), of artists under the age of 33, in New York, or the Serpentine’s 
89plus Marathon event (2013), in London, comprised of artists born after 1989, 
and its subsequent 89Plus project set the boundaries of the movement as gen-
erational. This is echoed within the rhetoric and reception of post-internet art. 
Speaking about the New Museum’s triennial “Surround Audience” (2015), 
made up of post-internet artists, the show’s co-curator, the artist Ryan Trecartin, 
framed art-making as a mode of behaviour and as one that deliberately denies 
historical focus: artists, Trecartin said, 

 aren’t concerned with the somewhat parochial thinking about what an 
art practice can or should encompass right now. It’s hard to meditate on 
potential futures when we are still transitioning out of a period that has been 
culturally obsessed with defi ning the past through acts of rejection or fetish-
isation. There are many artists today who are not only looking past older 
entrenched ways of thinking about art, they are actually  behaving  past it. 

 (quoted in Burns,  The Guardian , 2015) 

 And Holland Carter, the  New York Times  critic, on the same show: “So, if you’re 
expecting a ‘digital’ show, you won’t get one, or not one that advertises itself 
as such. For most of the participants, the majority born in the 1980s, digital is 
nothing special, no big deal. It’s a given. It’s reality” (Carter 2015). It’s reality. 
Reality itself has changed. 

 Throughout this book, I hope to complicate this rather large claim but also 
take it on board as a signifying illusion. For Trecartin is right: post-internet work 
does constantly try to unmoor itself from the past. The notion of its being out 
of time is part of the work’s affective response to a bleak political and economic 
time. The time of post-internet is one of perennial catastrophe – a present that 
has turned its back on the elegiac ruins of analogue to fi nd an information age 
whose promises of democratisation and political emancipation have soured. 
Historical progression, if it inheres, is in the morally ambiguous form of accel-
erationism, where crisis arrives as an “apocalyptic messenger” (Stakemeier 2014, 
178). Elsewhere, the past appears, Stakemeier writes, “not oriented towards a 
future perspective, be it utopian or dystopian”, but simply “drifting repetitions” 
(2014, 172). By following a rather straightforward historiography, I want to show 
how the complex of characteristics evoked by these “drifting repetitions” has 
been formed, as well as to understand their unique temporality today. Indeed, 
following Stakemeier, I want to sketch out a state of digitality as a mode of both 
critique and compromise. 

 Digitality 

 The condition of digitality has three main facets: deterritorialisation, the reit-
erability of information, and a visual basis in the image. These scale from the 
imaginary into reality: the notion of the internet as deterritorialised, for example, 
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is untrue in the sense of the physical incorporation of the tech companies that 
provide the platforms and the physicality of server farms and the consoles by 
which we access material. But an important (and consterning) facet of the 
internet is the way it takes on board its illusions as reality. The image of deterri-
torialisation draws from the experience given by the web of information fl owing 
seamlessly from site to site, or from the larger context of increasing globalisation 
and post-Arab Spring mass migration that the internet is set within. Partially, 
this is because the real workings of the internet surpass general knowledge and 
partially because they are deliberately obscured by tech corporations in order 
to create “user friendliness”. The signifying power of illusions also occurs in 
theories of technology. In her seminal study  How We Became Posthuman  (1999), 
N. Katherine Hayles, for example, treats the emergence of the category of the 
posthuman by drawing on the history of cybernetics and science fi ction alike. 

 Similarly, the online image is not infi nitely reiterable but gives the impres-
sion of being so. This suggests the possibility of infi nite semiotic substitution, 
something symbolised by the reigning post-internet motif of the green screen. 
Digitality thus refl ects a weakening power of the image even as images become 
ubiquitous. In this way language, that poststructuralist arena of mutating mean-
ing par excellence, becomes less fungible in online circulation than images. This 
can be seen in everyday experience – activists, for example, take pains to stage 
the linguistic reading of the image, designing their protest signs with media 
circulation in mind or by ambushing photo ops with their written messages. 
Language piggy-backs onto the circulation of the image, with captions inserted 
into the images themselves such that their reading cannot be re-determined. 3  

 This weakening of the image is compounded by a critique of visibility as 
a political strategy. Where identity politics saw the emergence into visibility as a 
form of political empowerment, the positive valences of this visibility is coun-
tered by the fact that visibility on the internet makes one liable to surveillance 
and data mining. Responding to this, a number of contra-visibility critiques 
attempt to understand politics in visual culture when visuality itself is compro-
mised. Hito Steyerl and David Joselit, in separate contexts, have put forward the 
idea of being “in between the cracks”, or in between discourses, where the route 
towards political emancipation lies in access rather than visibility. This refl ects a 
move beyond the binary of public/private, or audience/individual, and towards 
the network-centric thinking of a number of networks existing side by side. 

 Similarly, a number of politically engaged works are invested not in visuality 
but in embodiment. Works by artists such as Lawrence Abu Hamdan and Bou-
chra Khalili look at oral speech as a means to connote political representation 
and belonging. Orality comes to signal embodiment but also, as public speech, 
entry into the demos and political engagement. These works suggest that the 
realm of governmentality continues to be associated with offl ine exertion. A 
triad of orality, embodiment, and physical indexicality emerges to counteract the 
weakening basis of visuality and the image as secure signifying forces. 

 It is worth noting two fi nal points before leaving this argument (for now). 
First, “offl ine” is, again, to be taken both literally and metaphorically. One of 
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the ironies of the digital representation of embodied speech is that this repre-
sentation of embodiment is accomplished on a video that is digitally projected 
in a gallery or which circulates on Vimeo. Indeed, the networked status of these 
works is crucial to their accruing infl uence and value. My rather inelegant use 
of “offl ine exertion” is also meant in a sense of being partly imaginary: what I 
mean by this is that state force is bounded by national borders, over which its 
jurisdiction is sovereign and that its mode of exercise is the regulation of bodies 
in space (not that lawmakers send missives with quill feathers on parchment, 
though I am sure some of them wish they did). This line of thinking owes deeply 
to Giorgio Agamben, whose analysis of the state of exception has grown more 
prescient as time goes by. The period 2001–2016 is one of a number of states 
of exception, from the tactics of Bush’s “War on Terror”, such as Guantánamo 
Bay and the practice of extraordinary rendition, to the crises following the Arab 
Spring in Bahrain, Yemen, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, and Syria. The Palestinian and 
Kurdish people can be said to live in a permanent of exception, as do an increas-
ing number of minority groups (Yazidis, the Druze) under the Islamic State (IS). 
So, too, do African and Middle Eastern migrants in a Europe that is inhospitable 
towards them or Latin American migrants and people of colour in states in 
the US whose laws do not safeguard them. These groups live “in between the 
cracks”, but they do not contain the access or self-determination that turns this 
situation into one of freedom. It is my contention that the state of exception 
is also part of the online and digital imaginary, where deterritorialisation and 
infi nite substitution creates a similar situation of being beyond the protective 
reach of the law or without juridical recourse. As we shall see, legal frameworks 
are a subject often put into play by post-internet works. This is not to make an 
equivalence between the perceived insecurity of online existence and the real 
conditions of states of exception, but rather to set into historical context the 
privileged anxiety engendered by hyper-capitalism, the ascendency of networks, 
the limited potential for political change, and the liminal role of embodiment 
and to understand how artworks dealing with digital culture navigate so fl uidly 
among these topics. 

 A few words on nomenclature 

 The only subject more heated than the genealogy (or lack thereof) between 
post-internet art and net.art is the term “post-internet art” itself, which is seen 
as rightly confusing. The term was coined by the artist and curator Marisa 
Olson in a 2008 interview to refer to work she made “after” surfi ng the inter-
net, suggesting a fi eld of personal exploration rather than abstract periodisation 
(Cornell et al. 2016). 4  It was almost immediately decried on the grounds of basic 
confusion – it suggests work made after the internet is over, when it denotes the 
very opposite: work made because the internet is so present. Other monikers 
were fl oated – internet-aware work, work “after the internet” (which simply 
inverts Olson’s formulation) – but post-internet seems to have stuck. As I inti-
mated before, the body of work assembled under the moniker of “post-internet” 
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has also been a subject of controversy, greeted with equal parts enthusiasm and 
scepticism. In some ways, it suffers from the narrative arc of any movement 
that has the misfortune for enthusiasm to turn into hype. One could read the 
backlash against it as signalling the close of the moment and could tentatively 
periodise post-internet as ending in 2014/2015, though I suspect it might be 
too soon to lay down any dates. 5  Moreover, the usefulness of the label is itself 
questionable, given how it was resisted, as is frequent with labels, by so many of 
the artists themselves. 

 This book is not purely a study of post-internet art, which would provide 
too narrow a framework of artistic engagement with the internet and digital 
technologies. But it does address the work, and to do so without re-entering 
the discussions over the name and what it covers, I take “post-internet” as read 
and use it to refer to a more or less discrete group of practitioners who began 
working mostly in New York, London, and Berlin with an – again, more or 
less – unifi ed aesthetic, from the mid- 2000s to the present. Post-internet work 
includes work accomplished online as well as facets borrowed from the internet, 
such as Tumblr image streams, blog posts, the use of green-screen technology, 
high production values, stock photography, and the imitation of corporate plat-
forms. It entails image production and selection fuelled by algorithms and semi-
automated processes and the intertwining of the posthuman and the commodity 
form. There is a keen interest in banality and the norm and in the accumulation 
and curation of information as material. It is frequently performative and unrolls 
through time rather than appearing in isolated instantiations. The internet and 
digitality are signalled as subjects and also used to inform its working methods 
of appropriation, curation, and digital manipulation. 

 In seeking to extend the purview beyond the artists whose work has been 
associated with the term, I have settled on the wider term “digital culture” as 
well as the sadly clunky but accurate phrase “art responding to the internet and 
digital technologies” and at times even “post-internet art and art responding 
to the internet and digital technologies”, when I want to signal that a certain 
concern is a hallmark of post-internet style. This expansion of nomenclature has 
allowed me to bring in artists who would not be considered “post-internet” – 
such as Rabih Mroué, Hito Steyerl, or Nsenga Knight – but whose work 
responds to the concerns that I argue have been ushered in by the internet and 
digital technologies. 

 Why both the internet and digital technologies? Or, rather, why lump them 
together? The internet is the world of memes; social media; the performance of 
identity; the need to be switched on all the time; the erosion of barriers between 
public and private; the terrain of copy-paste culture; and normalised, non-
signifying appropriation. The impact of digital technologies includes the ability 
to doctor images or to create images with no referent: the endless substitution 
enabled by green-screen technology, 3D printing, and the interchange between 
an image on the web and material in one’s hand. Often these go hand-in-hand: 
the internet is a forum for circulating images produced by digital technologies, 
for example. But it would be too generalising, even in this generalising mode, to 
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say all artists concerned with new technologies in the mid-2000s–2016 moment 
are concerned with both. Ed Atkins, for example, is interested in digital tech-
nologies; Steyerl looks at the circulation of information on the internet. 

 And, of course, Atkins and Steyerl both survey much more than just these two 
facets: this book is an attempt to sketch out exactly what this “much more” is – 
to locate and analyse the concerns that pool among these artists. In broadening 
out the corpus of artists from post-internet to (here we go) artists responding 
to the internet and digital technologies, it will also attempt to widen the fi eld 
geographically. In particular I focus on artists working in the Middle East, fi rst 
because I simply found the most direct interest on their part with the relation-
ship between digital and internet technologies and the everyday, more so than 
in Latin America (despite that region’s strong tradition in electronic art), Africa, 
and East Asia. The similarity of this type of work in the Middle East to work 
made in the US and Europe refl ects the major political events that occur in that 
time frame and the internet’s role in them: again, the Iraq War, the Arab Spring, 
the Syrian Civil War, the “War on Terror”, and the NSA surveillance tactics. 
These events sadly bridge NATO countries and countries of the Middle East. 

 At the same time, I must admit that the work discussed here still betrays a focus 
on the art world’s epicentres. This is mostly reactive: the kind of work made in 
this vein is concentrated in London, New York, and Berlin. Art responding to 
things like Instagram is also work of a privileged variety, even if precarity and 
violence are two of its signal concerns. More systemically, I would argue that 
the art world is funnel-like in its grasp. I am looking at a particular type of 
art language in this study, and literacy only comes by moving through the art 
system. This migration of bodies, information, and education is part and parcel 
of the post-internet terrain and indeed is thematised and addressed within the 
work itself. 6  

 One last note on this subject is the question of the market. By looking at 
the art world centres, this also suggests I am looking at work that is traded and 
sold within an ever-infl ationary art market. Where all this money comes from 
is an exceedingly legitimate question. One reason the moniker “post-internet” 
fell out of favour was its imbrication with the market: it became a fashionable 
style churned out for eager collectors. Most of the artists I treat have gallery 
representation – in itself a clear point of difference with the net.art generation – 
which, while not disqualifying them from criticality, refl ects their circulation 
within a system that is becoming ever more problematic. Museums, for example, 
collect and archive art for future generations and spread it from the cognoscenti 
to a wider public. I am a museum-believer – maybe one of the few remaining – 
and in  Chapter Six , I defend their role in the information age. But they are fac-
tors of hyper-capitalism, and one can’t be naïve about the sources and functions 
of capital in the art world. Museums offer tax exemptions and cultural capital 
to those who have amassed large fortunes by potentially unethical means, giving 
a democratic face to their undemocratic accumulations. None of the artwork I 
treat is outside this world of art schools, biennials, galleries, and institutions. And  a 
lot of the work frets about it. The art world as a luxury economy is a real problem, 
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and another hallmark of the work of this moment is its means of coping with 
this collusion: strategies of disavowal, self-commodifi cation, homoeopathic doses 
of violence, demonstrations of complicity, and ironic appropriation of corporate 
or institutional discourses. This paragraph – this  mea culpa –  is no different. 

 Organisation 

 One of the motivations for this study was to clearly show the artistic antecedents 
to post-internet art and art responding to the internet and digital technologies. 
This seemed particularly necessary because of the liminal position that tech-
nological work has occupied, in which it has been seen as a secondary current 
running alongside (or below) mainstream contemporary art. I wish to trouble 
this segregation of histories, looking both at the canonical version of twentieth-
century art history and the more obviously technological precedents that inform 
work of the present moment. 7  The fi rst three chapters of this book are devoted 
to such an art-historical framework; the second two, to a closer analysis of the 
work itself, focused on circulation and identity; and the last, to the larger eco-
nomic, political, and technological context within which the work is found. 
I treat a range of artists and theorists, with some appearing throughout: Mark 
Leckey, Seth Price, and Hito Steyerl are artistic touchstones, as is the vigorous 
reappraisal of the category of the image accomplished by David Joselit. 

 In  Chapter One , “Reproducibility and Appropriation in the Twentieth 
Century: Precursors to the Digital Age”, I set out the case for the “immaterial 
imaginary” or the belief that the internet and digital technologies are a realm 
of immaterial zeroes and ones – images that appear magically at the touch of a 
button. I chart out the increasing move towards the image that is spearheaded 
by technologies of image reproduction such as photography and fi lm, which 
continues throughout the twentieth century to focus artistic and theoretical 
interest on the image itself and not on its material substrate. I show how this 
focus on the image is from the very beginning associated with capitalism, in that 
the equating of different images within advertising, photomontage, and collaged 
work mimics the workings of exchange value. I also illustrate how the key mode 
of working with images and material on the internet and for artists interested 
in the internet and digital technologies is appropriation, which itself forms part 
of the move away from a material substrate and towards “pure” image. Appro-
priation in the hands of contemporary artists, however, no longer carries the 
radical displacement that it did for Situationist or 1980s Appropriation artists; 
rather, appropriation now is a means of participation in the life of the image. 
How one apprehends an image – the mode of visibility – also emerges in this 
chapter and forms a leitmotif of the book. Rather than visibility being a means 
of political representation, artists’ work with the green screen signals its opposite: 
visibility as an expression of insecurity. 

 In  Chapter Two , “Cybernetics and the Posthuman: The Emergence of Art 
Systems”, I focus on this narrative of immateriality from a more technological 
standpoint, looking at how cybernetics complicated Conceptualism’s celebrated 
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dematerialisation of the art object and at its prescient analysis of art as producing 
systems rather than art objects. Contra cybernetics, I also show how the 1960s 
artistic understanding of “technology” in terms of machine-based works ignores 
everyday items of technology and the social fi eld, as was explored elsewhere in 
art of the time, particularly by Martha Rosler. Cybernetics’s contributions to 
information theory have proved more infl uential than its contributions to artistic 
practice, particularly the idea of information as something that communicates 
itself through patterns, rather than a stable entity in itself, and the fi gure of the 
posthuman, which forms the focus of the last part of the chapter. The posthu-
man appears most famously in Donna Haraway’s cyborg: the third way, non-
gendered man/woman/machine that crystallises early optimism for technology. 
The cyborg heralds the undoing of gender binaries, as well as the techno-fetish, 
anti-abjection aesthetic that I show as characteristic of much post-internet work 
and art responding to digital technologies. 

 In  Chapter Three , “Challenges to Immateriality: Posthumanist Thought and 
Digitality”, I work to debunk the notion of immateriality altogether, or rather, 
to show how just at the very moment when immateriality might think it has 
won the day – with historical forces ranged in its favour, relationships conducted 
via smartphones, and virtual reality a growing entertainment genre – a variety 
of challenges are mounted against it, from artists, theorists, and philosophers 
alike. These challenges to the doctrine of immateriality do so in the name of 
social and economic concerns such as feminism, immaterial labour, and work-
ers’ rights; this is no accident but relates to the twinning of the discourse of the 
image and semiotic capitalism sketched out in  Chapter One . At the same time, 
new philosophies call for a reconsideration of the agency of the object and the 
importance of networks and systems as a means of comprehending what was 
formerly structured as subject/object relations, and I argue that discourses such 
as that of actor-network theory and objected-oriented ontology follow on the 
discussion of systems delineated in cybernetics. 

 I also show here how digitality as a mode of exhibition takes on immaterial-
ity’s set of negative political, economic, and social associations and how it func-
tions as a meta-sign for artistic production. Digitality provides one way towards 
understanding the vexed relationship between post-internet art and net.art, its 
most immediate and obvious predecessor, which investigated the potential for 
code as a medium and the internet as a forum of exhibition and community 
building in the 1990s and early 2000s. This is fraught terrain, as so many of the 
concerns within net.art – privacy, circulation, information, representation – are 
key concerns to post-internet art as well. The distinction is also not entirely 
clear-cut: a number of artists can be classifi ed both within net.art and post-
internet art, and post-internet work at times looks back with fondness to the 
1990s as a pre-corporatised, more democratic moment for the internet. Though 
it is often closely associated with internet site specifi city, I show how net.art 
travelled easily between online and offl ine publics. Art responding to contem-
porary digital culture, by contrast, resolves itself contentiously in an offl ine idiom 
that counters the way images accrue value – through circulation. This tension, 
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I argue, is a constituent part of digitality, the meta-sign that uneasily comprises 
fl ux and stasis, materiality and immateriality. 

 The following two chapters look more closely at the artwork itself.  Chapter 
Four , “Violence and the Surveilled Internet”, addresses the fact of the image’s 
new capacity for circulation and reiteration through the affective and thema-
tised responses of art to this development. A historical dualism between Jef-
frey Deitch’s “Posthuman” (1992–1993) exhibition and Mike Kelley’s “The 
Uncanny” (1993) exhibition demonstrates a polarity between circulating image 
and the notion of the uncanny, while also suggesting a new valence to the latter: 
not the fear of what might be revealed, but the fear that nothing may remain 
hidden. Privacy emerges here as a mode of possibility that is under threat. 
Drawing on what I earlier characterised as a Gothic tendency, I also argue that 
one of the ways post-internet art counters the anonymity and lack of specifi city 
of online circulation is to exhibit moving-image works with material viewing 
conditions that have a privileged relationship to the content of the fi lm. The 
use of specifi cally Gothic tropes points to, I argue, a concern with changes to 
notions of privacy and domestic life, and indeed these are recurring sites in 
which confl icts emerge. 

 I also address a second facet of circulation: the fact that the internet imaginary 
obviates against a sense of place: where, for example, do Tweets exist? What is the 
physical location of a Facebook feed? Artists thematise this illusion of anywhere-
ness (the answer is server farms) via indeterminate portrayals of affect that chal-
lenge the here/there binary that was constitutive of ethnographic fi lm. Violence 
is brought allegorically against the maker of the work, suggesting a homoeopathic 
dose and further confusing the boundaries of here/there, inside/outside. I also 
look at the specifi c connections of the internet to violence: at the web of surveil-
lance and rendition of the “War on Terror” that internet usage is contiguous with 
and at an internet awash with images of sexual violence against women. 

 The question of embodiment is picked up in the subsequent chapter, “Iden-
tity, Language, and the Body Online”. Identity is a major part of the internet 
imaginary, largely drawn from the conditions of engaging with the internet – the 
fact that one can appear online without visible character traits. This fl uidity is 
reinforced by shifts in thinking of identity as both more socially produced, and 
more multiplicitous and fl uid, than pre-twenty-fi rst-century conceptions. To 
examine these claims, I focus on language as the key mode in which identity 
is expressed and also as a way that the apparently limitless potential for identity 
passing is in fact curtailed. I concentrate particularly on the rhetorical use of 
dialogue to show how artists fi gure the public as a factor inherent to the under-
standing of identity. I also look at the notion of ironically inhabiting a character, 
as on YouTube, Instagram, or other forms of social media, in a disquieting genre I 
call personation. This is a mode of fully inhabiting the role of the performer in a 
way that leaves no room for self-critique, and as a form of self-commodifi cation, 
it is related to affi rmative attitudes of digital culture towards the commodity. 

 I also turn to the other of written language, oral speech, to reprise the question 
of how artists fi gure politics in a digital idiom. The perceived deterritorialisation 


