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Introduction

“It is impossible for man to imagine a position outside of technology.” - Martin Heidegger

“The mode of human sense perception changes with humanity’s entire mode of existence.” -

Walter Benjamin

Technology has permeated every aspect of our society. Its presence is so elusive yet
ubiquitous that in the modern Western society it has become impossible to evade its
affects. The development of digital technology has increased the elusiveness of
technologies, making them more intangible, miniscule, even invisible. This has wrongly
led to the assumption that interaction with digital technologies is disembodied. The
prophecies of the digital era have varied from an increasingly disengaged and
disembodied existence to the possibility of immortality by downloading our mind in a
computer. These views arise from an ancient desire of humankind to transcend the body
and a fundamental distrust of the sensory faculties as providing ‘true’ information about
the world. However, many scholars now point towards the inextricable link between
perception and the body and show how the body is engaged in the interaction with
digital technologies. Following Walter Benjamin, [ concur that the modes of perception
are interrelated with the cultural and historical context. In the digital era, the modes of
perception demand to be reexamined. | want to examine how the changing modes of
human sense perception are affected by digital technologies. We are often not aware of
the various ways technologies affect and mediate our perception of the world, especially
since technology often strives to hide its mediation and create the illusion of an im-
mediate perception. This is where art can help us. An aesthetic framework can construct
a self-reflexive mode of perception in which the subject becomes aware of the processes
of perception. I will therefore use performances to provide insights into the changing
modes of perception in the digital age.

[ will begin by situating the philosophical debate around perception. I will
discuss the dominance of visual perception and the separation between the mind and
the body that long has prevailed. Even to this date, this lies at the foundation of theories
of the obsolete body in a digital environment. Instead, I will argue for a

phenomenological approach that presupposes the entanglement of the body, the world



and perception. Then I consider the value of a phenomenological approach in the digital
age by discussing several human-technology relations. Because this approach
acknowledges the centrality of the body in perception, it provides a suitable perspective
to discuss the impact of human-technology relations. In the next chapter I start with an
account of the habitual aspects of perception. In everyday life we are rarely aware of the
processes of perception and thus we do not notice the changes it undergoes. Art can
both make us aware of these processes of perception and reinforce a prevailing mode of
perception without drawing attention to its construction. I will discuss several
representational strategies of art and propose that intermediality in performance is
particularly suitable to lay bare the conditioning of perception through digital
technologies. In the last chapter I will illustrate this by analysing several intermedial
performances. Each of these performances has their own way of constructing a self-
reflexive mode of perception and making visible the ways in which digital technologies
affect the changing modes of perception.

[ will briefly clarify some of the underlying assumptions of my writing and the
terms [ employ. To start, I will always refer to the subject or spectator as ‘she’, since [ am
writing this from my (inevitably) female perspective. I further use the term ‘technology’
instead of ‘medium’ since the term ‘medium’ is both more inclusive as it is limiting. A
medium in McLuhan’s sense can encompass just about anything; on the other hand, it
often refers specifically to information technologies. Technology is perhaps a less
ambiguous term and it has different connotations than a medium; it implies the use of a
technical process or method and generally denotes mechanical devices or techniques. I
will use this term in a flexible way without restricting myself to rigid definitions. Finally,
I would like to say that digital technologies have not affected all people equally. It is
important to realise that only a minor percentage of the total population has access to
technologies such as the internet or mobile phones. Thus, this research is written with a

Western technological society in mind.



1. A history and theory of perception: From the dominance of
sight towards a phenomenological approach

In this chapter, [ want to establish a way to think about perception that can take into
account the impact of digital technologies. Digital technologies affect, extend and
redefine the human body and its senses. Characteristic of these technologies is the way
they affect the entire body and address multiple senses at once. We live in an era in
which we are surrounded by technologies, which have even penetrated the human body.
To account for the changing modes of perception in the digital age, it is thus essential to
take an approach that incorporates the body into the processes of perception. In
Western history, sight has often been considered the predominant sense. The other
senses and the body in which they are grounded have been actively forgotten, according
to Mark Paterson as will be discussed below (Paterson 2007, 59). Especially since the
Enlightenment the prevailing notion is that of a disembodied eye which is objective and
operates separately from the other senses. In the last century, theoretical approaches
such as phenomenology have triggered a new interest in the other senses and the
perceiving body as a whole. Maurice Merleau-Ponty in particular emphasised the
inextricable relation between the human body and its environment. After a short
overview of the predominantly visual accounts of perception in Western history, I will
argue for a phenomenological approach to consider the relation between digital

technologies and perception.

The dominance of the disembodied eye

Nowadays, it is generally acknowledged that we acquire our knowledge of the world
primarily through our senses and that perception has a profound influence on our
thinking. However, Western philosophy has been characterised by a strong distrust of
the senses because of its illusory nature. Sensory perception would get in the way of
knowing the object or the world an sich. Plato already stated that what we perceive is
just a shadow of the world; the real world, the world of ideas, is not accessible to us with
our senses, but perhaps, by a selected few, through our reasoning and mind, or soul. Our

senses can only provide us with appearances, not with universal truths. Many thinkers



after Plato agreed with his notion that our sensory perceptions are deceptive and only
cloud our knowledge of the world.

For a long time, sight has been valued above all the other senses. From the very
roots of Western culture and philosophy, vision was deemed the noblest of the senses.
Ancient Greek philosophy and culture were strongly centred on sight as the most
reliable source of knowledge, although there was also an ambiguity in their conception
of sight. Plato did not give as much attention to a discussion of sense perception as
Aristotle, since in his view the senses could not provide us with any truth about the
world and its objects. The objects in the perceptible world are merely a copy of the
Ideas, which exist in a transcendental world. As Martin Jay notes in his overview of the
visual dominance in Western culture, Plato considered the sense of sight as the purest of
the senses that could come closest to perceiving absolute truth (Jay 1993). However, he
often seemed to have referred to the ‘eye of the mind’ when talking about sight. Plato’s
use of sight could thus also denote the perception of the soul in the world of Ideas,
where the soul originally comes from. As is clear from the analogy of the cave, our actual
sense perception does not offer us anything but a shadowy copy of the real world.

Aristotle studied the five senses extensively in De Anima, additionally
establishing that there are only five senses, a conception that has held its ground for a
long time. In his quest to distinguish between plants, animals and humans he takes the
sense faculties as his starting point. What distinguishes animals from plants is that
animals have sensations. For example, certain sponges are said to be animals primarily
because they possess the sense of touch. Aristotle considers touch the primary sense
faculty in all animals (Hicks 2009, 55). This is the most basic of the senses, which can
exist independently of the other senses and is necessary for survival. As Mark Paterson
points out: “Touch is acknowledged not only as indispensable, but as prior to the other
sensory modalities” (Paterson 2007, 17). Sight is the most supreme sense in Aristotle’s
hierarchy, as Jay states, because of its power to “discriminate among more pieces of
information than any other sense” (Jay 1993, 28). However, Aristotle did extensively
investigate the sense of touch and his conclusions can offer some arguments as to why
touch is often forgotten or undervalued as a sensory faculty. Aristotle distinguishes a
single organ that corresponds to each sensory faculty via a medium that transfers the
sensation to the organ. For example, sound and light affect the ear and the eye
respectively and thus function as a medium for these sense organs. In the case of touch,
as Paterson summarises, “there is no obvious single organ to which it corresponds,
unlike sight (the eye) or hearing (the ear)” (Paterson 2007, 17). Aristotle concludes that

the organ of touch must be internal, and our flesh is just the medium of touch. He comes



to this conclusion through an analogy with the other senses. We can only perceive

through a medium, not via direct contact with the sense organ.

But neither in the one case nor in the other would sensation follow on contact
with the sense organ; for instance, if a body that is white were placed on the
outer surface of the eye: which shows that the instrument that apprehends the

tangible is within (Hicks 2009, 103).

Still, in Aristotle’s treatise the sense of touch remains an obscure case. He makes an
important distinction between the direct senses of touch and taste and the other senses;
in all cases we perceive through a medium, but in the case of the senses of hearing,
smelling and seeing we are aware of how the medium affects us since we have a greater
distance towards the medium. But in the case of touch “we are not affected or altered by
the sense-object itself, nor simply through the medium (flesh), but actually in synchrony
with the medium” (Paterson 2007, 17). That is why we fail to notice the medium in the
process and “our contact with things is erroneously perceived as direct, as unmediated.”
(Paterson 2007, 17). Aristotle’s account provides a plausible aspect that has contributed
to the forgetting of touch in later theories, and even in everyday life at present.

Jay illustrates the implications of the primacy of vision in Greek thought by
means of the essay “The Nobility of Sight” by Hans Jonas. He recapitulates Jonas’ three
main contentions concerning the consequences of a visual bias. Firstly, sight is less
temporal than the other sensations and gives an impression of stable contents. As a
result, “it thus tends to elevate static Being over dynamic Becoming, fixed essences over
ephemeral appearances.” (Jay 1993, 24). Secondly, the sense organ of sight is external,
and unlike the sense of touch as Aristotle already noted, it can be clearly separated from
the object it perceives. According to Jonas, this gave rise to the notion that the object is
distinct from the subject and can be apprehended by the subject. The concept of
objectivity simultaneously suppressed the link between the perceiver and the perceived.
This would be crucial to later thought and the development of theoretical truth (Jay
1993, 25). Thirdly, since the eye can see far ahead, the Greeks got acquainted with the
idea of infinity and of fore-seeing. This argument by Jonas is problematic, since he insists
that the apprehension of spatial distance was translated into temporal terms. However,
earlier he noted that the ocularcentrism of the Greeks resulted in a detemporalised
notion of reality. Jay additionally adds the objection that seers were always depicted as

blind and oracles were communicated verbally.



The ocularcentrism of the ancient Greeks started a tradition that is still felt to
this day. They formed the philosophical foundation for a hierarchy of the senses that
many successors have built on and that has pervaded Western society in the many
centuries to come. Even in their anxiety towards vision, as displayed in various myths,
its power was all the more evident (Jay 1993, 28). Jay traces the ambiguity and
importance of vision throughout the Middle Ages, the Baroque and Renaissance. The
church played an important role; during the Middle Ages the use of visual
representations to educate the masses confirmed the power of the image, the same
power that was highly suspected, as is seen in the condemnation of the worship of idols.
Jay notes that after the Reformation, religious practices no longer required the use of
images in the sense as they were used before and the visual developed separately into
an autonomous realm. As a result, “vision, aided by new technologies, became the
dominant sense in the modern world, even as it came to serve new masters.” (Jay 1993,
45).

The invention of perspective laid the foundation for Descartes’ radical and
influential philosophy that foregrounds a division between mind and body. In the next
chapter I will go into more detail about the impact of perspective on the notion of
perception. For now, it suffices to highlight some of the most important general shifts
that perspective has caused in regards to thinking about the senses. This method used to
create an illusion of three-dimensional space on a canvas constructed a static objective
viewpoint disconnected from the body of the actual spectator. What arose was a
“differentiation of the idealized gaze from the corporeal glance” (Jay 1993, 57). The rules
of perspective gave an abstract dimension to the representation of space. Jay notes the
substantial impact of this invention on “the new scientific order”, asserting that “in both
cases space was robbed of its substantive meaningfulness to become an ordered,
uniform system of abstract linear coordinates” (Jay 1993, 52). The idea of the objectivity
- and thus of the scientific value - of sight led to an enormous amount of inventions of
apparatuses to extend and enhance our visual perception. This ‘abstracted visualism’
permeates many scientific practices such as geometry, and becomes a model for
mathesis universalis through the active forgetting of the involvement of the body
(Paterson 2007, 59-60). Paterson shows in his chapter “The forgetting of touch” how the
bodily processes of measuring space and using tools are ‘forgotten’ in order to achieve
an “abstracted, generalized model”, or the mathesis universalis, “wherein the visual
imposes a consistency on a measured space” (Paterson 2007, 64). Descartes’ philosophy
adheres to the principles of perspective and the new scientific approach based on a

mathesis universalis. He was, like Plato, wary of the senses; however, in a certain way,



sight had objectivity and superiority since this sense faculty was rationally constructed
and connected to our mind with its “innate geometrical sense” (Jay 1993, 78). The
Cartesian eye is thus a disembodied eye: idealised, objective and static, thereby
becoming the basis for modern science. This notion is supported by one of Descartes’
most famous conclusions, namely “this me - that is, the soul by which [ am what [ am - is
completely distinct from the body” (Descartes in Jay 1993, 81). This mind-body dualism
has been of a major influence for many centuries since and still permeates
contemporary thought. Nevertheless, it has since been challenged and new approaches
that incorporate the subject and her body involved in seeing have arisen. Perhaps the
view that is most radically different to the Cartesian one is the phenomenological

approach that I will discuss in the following part.

Bring back the body! Towards a theory of embodied perception

Despite the influence of many new thinkers, ocularcentrism remained dominant in the
early twentieth century. In its basic assumptions, Cartesian philosophy still permeates
scientific thought to this day. The idea of an objective world that is intelligible to the
mind of the subject has proven difficult to overthrow. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, amongst
others, has made a valuable contribution to an alternative approach to perception,
thought and the primacy of vision. He argues that all our knowledge has its basis in our
experience of the world. We cannot know the world without perceiving it, even though
many philosophers try to forget the sensory input as soon as possible and value the
abstraction far beyond the sensory experience. As Merleau-Ponty says: “We never cease
living in the world of perception, but we go beyond it in critical thought - almost to the
point of forgetting the contribution of perception to our idea of truth” (Merleau-Ponty
1964, 3). Phenomenology ‘remembers’ this contribution of perception, and gives a place
to bodily experience as the root of our knowledge. Phenomenologists examine the way
we experience the world with our body and senses and how we are embedded in this
world. Phenomenology has proven to be very useful in bringing the body back into
theory and history of perception.

In his seminal work Phenomenology of perception Merleau-Ponty aims to
overthrow the distinction between the physical and the mental. This separation forms
the foundation of two other approaches to perception, empiricism and intellectualism,
which Merleau-Ponty seeks to refute. Even though they are two very different theories,
both think of perception as a mental activity separate from the physical world of objects,

which “was construed as a spectacle to be observed from afar by a disembodied mind”



(Jay 1993, 308). Merleau-Ponty agrees with empiricism in so far that he agrees “we
cannot conceive anything that is not perceived or perceptible” (Merleau-Ponty [1945]
2002, 373). But he formulates a different relation between sense experience and
thought; as Thomas Baldwin contends in the introduction to The world of perception, “he
consistently rejects those forms of empiricism which aim to restrict or reduce the
contents of thought to possible contents of experience” (Merleau-Ponty [1948] 2004, 7).
In the words of A.D. Smith, Merleau-Ponty offers a different approach “by starting with
an irreducible involvement of subject and world” (Smith 2007, 2). We do not perceive
with the mind, but with the body. Merleau-Ponty’s central statement that is in complete
contradiction with both empiricism and intellectualism is that the body is the subject of
perception. Because our bodies and the world are intertwined, part of the same
structure, “the world cannot, even in principle, be intelligibly laid out before
consciousness” (Smith 2007, 2). As a result, Merleau-Ponty also believes that we do not
have a priori knowledge of the structure of the world in the Kantian sense, but rather
that we “carry the basic structures of the world with us; but that is because we are
essentially of the world” (Smith 2007, 2-3). He does not deny a priori concepts
altogether; however, he recognises their existence only as part of the bodily structure.
Baldwin sums up: “our embodiment brings to our perceptual experience an a priori
structure whereby it presents itself to us in consciousness as experience of a world of
things in space and time whose nature is independent of us” (Merleau-Ponty [1948]
2004, 9). There is not a reality behind the sensory world; there are no cognitive
principles that stand outside or above the world as we perceive it. We do not relate to
the world through thought, but through our body. Merleau-Ponty does not state that
there is no mind, thought or consciousness; however, the body forms the foundation of
our thinking and precedes our personal existence. Smith asserts that it is of primary
importance to Merleau-Ponty’s theory that the body operates pre-personally: “my body,
as it were, perceives the world for me. My body is already at grips with the world, before
the offices of understanding” (Smith 2007, 3). It becomes clear that Merleau-Ponty
places the body at the very origin of our being. He sees it as a subject underlying our
personal existence, “for whom a world exists before I am here, and who marks out my
place in it” (Merleau-Ponty [1945] 2002, 296).

Digital technologies have changed the way of communication between people
and, with that, our perception of others. Merleau-Ponty’s ideas on intersubjectivity are
thus worth considering here. When the mind cannot be separated from the body and all
our thoughts are derived from our own subjective perception, the question of

intersubjectivity seems to become problematic. If everything is subjective, how do we
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communicate? Merleau-Ponty states that we can only know other human beings
through their bodies. Consequently, their bodies can give us information about their
intentions and in this way we form a character sketch of a person. However, this is
always attached to their bodily characteristics, and derived from the interaction

between bodies.

Another person, for us, is a spirit which haunts a body and we seem to see a
whole host of possibilities contained within this body when it appears before us;
the body is the very presence of these possibilities (Merleau-Ponty [1948] 2004,
62).

According to Merleau-Ponty, intersubjectivity is thus located in the relation between
bodies. Human beings can communicate not because they are part of a shared
consciousness or subject to the same universal rules, but because they are subjects in a
shared perceptual world. Even though the perceptual world is intertwined with the
subject, we still expect other people to see the same thing as we do (Merleau-Ponty
1964, 17). Merleau-Ponty maintains that we can never know how another person sees
the thing that we do, but our first instinct is to share our experience and only after ‘a
failure of communication’ do we realise that we each have a separate consciousness. Yet
in principle, we should believe in the possibility of sharing our perceptions, that the
thing that I am seeing is “real for every subject who is standing where [ am” (Merleau-
Ponty 1964, 17). We believe this because we recognise the behaviour of the other and

recognise his reactions to phenomena as similar to our own.

From the depths of my subjectivity I see another subjectivity invested with
equal rights appear, because the behavior of the other takes place within my
perceptual field. (...) [T]he body of the other (...) tears itself away from being
one of my phenomena, offers me the task of a true communication, and confers
on my objects the new dimension of intersubjective being or, in other words, of

objectivity (Merleau-Ponty 1964, 17-8).

Since Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology does allow for intersubjectivity, there
must be such a thing as a consciousness or thought. Even though his approach seems
quite radical, it is important to realise that he does not eliminate the role of
consciousness altogether. In his essay The primacy of perception, Merleau-Ponty
addresses the nature of thought in an elucidating manner. First of all, we do not relate to

the world like a thinker to an object of thought. We cannot categorise our perceptions

11



according to ideas that we impose on the perceived reality, because all our ideas are
based on this reality. The inextricable link between subject (the human body) and the
world entails that “all consciousness is perceptual, even the consciousness of ourselves”
(Merleau-Ponty 1964, 13). As a result, we can conclude that ideas, thought or
consciousness do exist but they can never function separately from perceptual
experience. There are no truths that are not present in the perceptual world, as Plato

would think.

The perceived world is the always presupposed foundation of all rationality, all
value and all existence. This thesis does not destroy either rationality or the

absolute. It only tries to bring them down to earth (Merleau-Ponty 1964, 13).

Phenomenology in the digital age

A phenomenological approach to perception can offer us different insights in an age of
digital technologies. Digital technologies are increasingly centred on the body, require
physical interactions and produce somatory sensations. Wireless technologies allow the
user to carry them with him and on his body wherever he goes, touch-screens and other
haptic interfaces involve a bodily interaction and the development of 3D-effects and
immersive environments aim to evoke somatory and kinetic sensations. As Merleau-
Ponty aptly said, “a theory of the body is already a theory of perception.” The alteration
and manipulation of our senses and body through technologies thus have direct
consequences for the way we perceive the world and the other. We cannot simply
ignore or evade the influence of technology, since we are inextricably bound up with
them. Phenomenology accounts for the consequences of our relation to technology in a
way that a disembodied ocular perception could not, since it takes as its starting point
the lived body in interaction with the perceived world. Thus it does not presuppose a
deterministic view of technology, in which technologies develop autonomously and
regulate changes in human perception and behaviour. Neither does it presume a social-
determinist position, where human agency controls the use and effect of technology as if
it were a completely malleable entity. Rather, technology mediates between the
perceiver and the perceived and in this process it is embodied by the perceiver (Ihde
1990, 38-41).

Digitality does not merely refer to technology but extends to the specificity of
contemporary culture. In his article “Digital culture” Andy Lavender gives a

comprehensive overview of the aspects of digital culture, which he starts with the
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primary meaning of digitality: “digitality describes the use of binary code that uses the
digits 0 and 1 in order to structure information” (Lavender forthcoming, 125). This
particular feature enables the user to consume, manipulate, send and receive the
content all with the same device. Because this binary code provides us with a common
language, communication has speeded up immensely. Lavender stresses that the impact
of these developments reach beyond information and communication technologies;
“[they] have altered our experiences of creativity, ownership and distribution”
(Lavender forthcoming, 127). In this sense digitality is a far more encompassing and

influential technology than analogue technologies can be.

Digital refers not just to the effects and possibilities of a particular technology. It
defines and encompasses the ways of thinking and doing that are embodied
within that technology, and which make its development possible. These include
abstraction, codification, self-regulation, virtualization and programming (Gere

in Lavender, 127).

This is partly possible because digitalisation does not only concern ‘mediascapes’, but in
the same way it converts other domains of society to become part of the digital
information system. What Lavender specifically emphasises about digital cultures is that
it depends on oppositions that nevertheless operate simultaneously. Digital culture is
both material and immaterial, both local and global, virtual and actual and so forth.
These oppositions work together in the structure of the network, which has become a
model for modern society. A network does not have a centre, but consists of nodes (the
points of intersection at the network) of varying relevance. This allows for a fluid model
in which counterterms can coincide.

Even though Merleau-Ponty did not live in the digital age, several segments of
his work are concerned with human-technology or human-artefact relations. He argues
that artefacts can become extensions of the lived body to such a degree that one is aware
of its spatiality as if it were part of the body. Merleau-Ponty uses the example of a
woman with a feathered hat who automatically keeps a distance between the feather
and other objects. “She feels where the feather is just as we feel where our hand is,”
Merleau Ponty contends (Merleau-Ponty [1945] 2002, 165). The same goes for
navigating a car through an opening in a similar way as to navigating our own body
through a doorway. His example of the blind man’s stick clearly illustrates the
familiarisation of technological extensions. The man can feel the ground and its texture

through the means of his stick, which forms the extension of his sense of touch. This
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mediation occurs without delay, the ground is perceived immediately. When the man
gets used to this technological extension, the mediation is no longer experienced as
such. “The blind man’s stick has ceased to be an object for him and is no longer
perceived for itself” (Merleau-Ponty [1945] 2002, 165).

Don Ihde builds on this approach in his book Technology and the Lifeworld: From
Garden to Earth (1990) where he characterises this type of human-technology relations
as ‘embodiment relations’. These extensions, such as a blind man’s stick or glasses, are
located between the perceiver and the perceived world, “in a position of mediation”
(Thde 1990, 73; original emphasis). Whereas glasses are a simple device that only
mediates vision, some extensions are more complex and apply to multiple senses. The
automobile for example mediates motility and the whole body extends to the
parameters of the vehicle, as Merleau-Ponty also noted. Through it, the subject
experiences the road and the surroundings. The ‘I-as-body’, as Ihde calls the perceiving
subject, grows to embody these extensions because “I take the technologies into my
experiencing in a particular way by way of perceiving through such technologies and
through the reflexive transformation of my perceptual and body sense” (lhde 1990, 72;
original emphasis). If the technology works properly and becomes habitual to the
subject, they disappear into the background: they become embodied. “My glasses
become part of the way I ordinarily experience my surroundings; they ‘withdraw’ and
are barely noticed, if at all” (Ihde 1990, 73). In the case of digital technologies it becomes
even easier for the technologies to withdraw, or even harder to distinguish between the
body and the mediating extensions. Whereas a stick, glasses or a hearing aid is a
physical object that you can discard whenever you wish, digital extensions have become
smaller, numerous and even invisible. Instead of glasses, we now have laser-eye surgery
which leaves no visible traces. Hearing aids have been developed that are merely a small
chip to be implanted in the ear. The possibility of a totally artificial heart seems within
reach, as medical technologies swiftly develop. Many of the digital extensions are
internalised and continue to mediate the human perception out of sight. These
developments underline the desire for total transparency, a desire that Ihde describes
as ambiguous and contradictory. We desire a total embodiment of the technology in
order to perceive the world immediately. We strive for directness and immediacy in our
experience of the world. However, the purpose of technological extension is to
transform and enhance our perception. If we cannot notice this transformation, if the
extension has become completely transparent, can we still regard it as a technological

extension? The total transparency of technology entails that it no longer changes
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anything in our perception, and it is thus essentially non-existent. In conclusion, we can
only experience the embodiment of technologies by virtue of its differentiation.

In addition to embodied relations, Ihde distinguishes other types of human-
technology relations. The second type he discusses is the hermeneutic relation, which he
defines as an interpretative reading of technology. Take for example the reading of a
chart. A chart is an isomorphic representation of a landscape, but seen from a different
perspective than the reader occupies. The perceptual focus of the reader is the chart, not
the world it represents. The world is perceived through this technology. In the case of
writing, the isomorphic relation to the world has turned into abstraction. The perceptual
transparency has disappeared even more than in the case of a chart, and the world is
only present through hermeneutic interpretation. The relation between the subject and
the technology has moved away from an embodied one. Ihde uses the example of
reading a thermometer while the subject is inside on a cold day. “To retain the full sense
of an embodiment relation, there must also be retained some isomorphism with the felt
sense of the cold”, as Ihde argues. “Instead, you read the thermometer, and (...) you
hermeneutically know it is cold” (lhde 1990, 85; original emphasis). There is still
immediacy in this reading of technology and the knowledge of its meaning, but the
“immediate perceptual focus” is the technological mediation (Ihde 1990, 86; original
emphasis). Instead of the embodied relation of (I-technology)-world, the hermeneutic
relation becomes I-(technology-world). Since hermeneutic relations describe something
to which one relates, contrary to something through which one experiences, the
problems that arise in perceiving the world are different from those in the embodiment
of technologies (lhde 1990, 93). The most obvious problem is located in the act of
reading: the subject could misinterpret the technological instrument or interface that
represents the world. However, the ultimate purpose of the technologies is to attain
hermeneutic transparency; the reader should become as familiar as possible with the
reading of the instruments so that there still remains a sense of immediacy in the
perception of the world. Nevertheless, this is a deceptive immediacy, because, as Ihde,
emphasises, there is always a “difference between what is shown and how something is
shown” (Ihde 1990, 92; original emphasis). Furthermore, if there is a defect in the
technology which results in an incorrect representation of the world, we do not always
notice it. The process of mediation is hidden from view in the (technology-world)-
interface. This problem becomes more apparent in the case of digital technologies, since
they no longer have a direct material connection to the world they refer to. Yet, the
technologies that represent this world have become less manifest in their presence, and

are not always the distinct object of our perceptual focus. Instead, the aim is to achieve
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an apparent immediacy or transparency in the hermeneutic reading of technology. This
reduces the awareness of the act of interpretation in our perception of the world, and
the possible incongruences between the technology and the world it refers to.

Alterity relations describe how a technology can function as an other. This
relation entails, paradoxically, the anthropomorphisation of technology; this can range
from “serious artifact-human analogues to trivial and harmless affections for artifacts”
(Ihde 1990, 98). Humans can be tempted to characterise their machines as an other that
is animate and has its own will. For example, the car is often referred to as an animalistic
other. In some cases, one might talk about a car as though it has a personality. The
automaton is typical of the alterity relations; this is a mechanical device that is designed
to move autonomously and has been the subject of fascination for centuries. These
devices were often designed to resemble an animal or human figure. Automata had a
certain magic appeal to it, since they were built to hide its inner mechanisms. Ihde
compares automata with toys (the apparent animation, the way they take on a life on its
own) or computer games (“the sense of interacting with something other than me”, a
mechanical competitor) (Ihde 1990, 100; original emphasis). In the digital age, automata
are becoming more elaborate and their mechanisms increasingly complex and
inaccessible to the ordinary bystander. Since machines appear to move more and more
autonomously, the sense of otherness has also increased. It is important to note that the
anthropomorphic characteristics we ascribe to it are a quasi-autonomy, a quasi-
animation, and thus a quasi-otherness. It is often in the breaking down of technology
that the machine becomes an other to which we direct our frustration or anger, since we
do not have a clear insight into their logical behaviour and we might feel like they have a
will of their own. The focal point is no longer what the technology represents, but the
technology itself; or in Thde’s formula: I = technology -(-world). The relation with the
world may or may not be present, but remains in the background, whilst the subject
engages with the technology.

[t should be clear that a ‘real’, complete other in technology is not yet realised,
although most of the fears of humankind are precisely directed at that: the fear that
computers would evolve to such an extent that they will no longer obey people but take
over control. It can even be argued that, just like the total embodiment of technology,
the genuine otherness of technology can never be achieved since it would no longer be
recognisable as one. To speak of a technology, it still has to be identifiable as such. In the
above examples, the presence of the technology is at the core of the relations, even when
there seems to be a transparency in its use. These three human-technology relations are

characterised by the focal aspect. Ihde contrasts this with technologies that operate in
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the background of our experience. He divides those background relations into four
groups, according to the degree in which they form or become part of an all-
encompassing natural environment. [ will regard these relations as one group, with their
shared characteristic being that of an absent presence, “not usually occupying focal
attention but nevertheless conditioning the context in which the inhabitant lives” (Ihde
1990, 111). Typically in the case of a breakdown or failure, their presence and influence
is noticed. Examples include electricity, heating, the birth control pill, technological
cocoons like spaceships, the cyborg and other dreams of technological totalisation.
These examples show how technologies can form the external conditions in which we
live or how they internally alter our bodily state. They are not always visible or even
actual; nevertheless they do influence and shape the human behaviour, its body and its
perception. Many of these background relations can only exist in the case of digital
technologies, which are characterised by their automatisation and increasing
permeation of our daily environments without requiring our direct attention.

These human-technology relations indicate different ways in which technology
affects the human body and perception from a phenomenological and hermeneutical
perspective. The technological influence is not depicted as a force that only works one-
way, but Thde considers the interaction between the human subject and technologies
and the new relations that arise from that. Ihde’s theory implies a notion of perception
that, aside from its phenomenological nature, has a hermeneutic aspect. To perceive is
more than to experience physical sensations (even though Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology is in this aspect a bit more complex). To perceive is also inevitably to
ascribe meaning to our sensations. Chiel Kattenbelt supports this approach which
combines semiotics and phenomenology, asserting that meaning and experience are not
mutually exclusive opposites (Kattenbelt forthcoming, 31). He refers to the pragmatist
theory of signs of Peirce, which is a particular variant of semiotics that acknowledges
that meaning is not inherent to an object. Instead, it is ascribed to it by the subject in the
encounter with the object. Meaning exists by virtue of the human perception, not
independent of it. I propose to incorporate these hermeneutic elements into my
phenomenological approach.

The historical dominance of visual perception is very persistent, and even
though there are theories of perception that incorporate the whole body, the notion of
the disembodied eye is still part of our legacy. These theories that focus on the ‘nobility
of sight’ do not deny the existence of physical sensations and its effect on perception;
however, they maintain that these should be eliminated in order to discover the world

‘as it is’. [ have indicated that the relation between digital technologies and perception
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require an approach that involves the human body using Ihde’s account of human-
technology relations. Since digital technologies are sometimes difficult to discern in
these relations, it is important to find a way to identify their presence in order to
examine how they affect human perception. In the next chapter, I will argue that art is
particularly suitable to accentuate the processes and conditions of perception and can

provide insights into how perception is affected by technology.
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2. Aesthetic awareness: Art, technology and perception

In the previous chapter, I outlined the historical background of thought on perception,
and I established phenomenology with elements from hermeneutics as my preferred
approach to think about perception, in particular in relation to technology. The
concluding section points towards ways in which a phenomenological approach can
provide insights into the relation between digital technology and perception. In this
chapter I will consider the problems that are posed by the habitual nature of perception.
The processes of perception are automatic and are generally not consciously
experienced. Additionally, the technological mediation between the subject and the
world often aims to give an impression of immediacy. Perspective, resulting from a
technology that mediates between the painter and the world, is an example of a
representational strategy that shows the world ‘as it is’ without drawing attention to its
mediation. I will discuss the accounts of Petran Kockelkoren and Maaike Bleeker on the
impact of perspective and the way it conditions our perception of the world. They both
point out the critical potential of the artist to reveal the mediations at work. The
Formalist theory of Shklovsky underlines this potential of art to de-automatise the
processes of perception, and introduces the term defamiliarisation. In this chapter, I will
show how an aesthetic framework can create a critical awareness of perception, but also
how it can domesticate and reinforce modes of perception brought on by new
technologies. Lastly, I will argue for intermedial performance as the ultimate aesthetic
framework for a self-reflexive mode of perception. Intermediality as a representational
strategy is able to construct a critical awareness of technological mediation of our

interaction with the world.

Habitual perception

The impact of digital technology on perception is hard to discern. There are two main
reasons for that: firstly, digital technologies have become an integral part of the human
environment - and even of the human body - and are increasingly ‘invisible’, and

secondly, the processes of perception are habitual and are consequently hardly noticed.
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In the last chapter, I already pointed out some issues that arise in human-
technology relations when digital technology is concerned. Digitalisation has made the
presence of technology in human-technology relations less manifest. In the case of
embodiment relations, the technologies are internalised, miniaturised and embodied to
such an extent that they are hardly, if at all, distinguishable from the body. Digital
technologies in a hermeneutic relation often do not draw attention to themselves;
however, much of what we perceive of the lifeworld is mediated by these technologies
and their influence is therefore often underestimated in everyday life. The same goes for
background relations to an even greater extent: without digital technology, humankind
can probably not function, but who would think twice about the presence and
accessibility of the many digital devices and facilities that are often automatic and
integral to our surroundings? Finally, because of rapid developments in Al, resulting in
the creation of robots and android, the relation to technology as an other becomes more
complicated, dynamic and feasible. With humans becoming more bound up with
technology and mechanical devices acquiring more human traits, the boundaries are
slowly blurring (yet by no means do they disappear). I conclude from this that digital
technologies which enhance, affect and condition human perception tend to withdraw
and become part of the lived body and environment. Or to return to Merleau-Ponty, they
are incorporated into the natural attitude of perception.

This brings us to the second argument concerning the habitual aspect of
perception. Merleau-Ponty distinguishes a ‘natural attitude’ of perception, which
Paterson describes as “the everyday interpretive stance, a taken-for-granted orientation
to the world” (Paterson 2007, 21). The way the senses work together becomes habitual
to the extent that we do not notice the interplay of vision and touch and the processes of
perception. Merleau-Ponty calls this the ‘trick’ of perception, the way perception
obscures its own processes. He often refers to the duty of philosophers and artist to
shed this habituated attitude in order to “reawaken perception and foil its trick of
allowing us to forget it” (Merleau-Ponty [1962] 2002, 66). Art has the potential to fulfil
this purpose; it can provide a framework for an aesthetic and reflective attitude that
makes one aware of the act of perceiving and its underlying conditions. Merleau-Ponty’s

thoughts on art support this argument, as Paul Crowther argues:

the work of art, then, does not aspire to reproduce perception but rather to give
a senuous interpretation of it (..). Everyday perception gives us constant

encounters with ‘visibilia’, but the demands of life are such that we do not have
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time to take note of the various ‘invisible’ relations which define these situations

(Crowther 1982, 145-46).

Art can point towards those processes of perception that normally go unnoticed, and it
makes visible the premises and conditions on which perception is built. However,
critical awareness or reflexivity is not a given consequence of an aesthetic framework;

art can just as easily hide the way it conditions the perception of the spectator

Concealing the construction, obfuscation of mediation

The technique of perspective in art shows the power of art to regulate vision and
condition perception without drawing attention to the act of perceiving and the
involvement of the subject’'s body. Merleau-Ponty already criticised the use of
perspective in painting, arguing that it renders a false impression of how we perceive

the world:

on the canvas, [the painter] arranges things such that what he represents is no
more than a compromise between these various different visual impressions: he
strives to find a common denominator to all these perceptions by rendering
each object not with the size colours and aspects it presents when the painter
fixes it in his gaze, but rather with the conventional size and aspect that it would
present in a gaze directed at a particular vanishing point on the horizon

(Merleau-Ponty [1948] 2004, 40).

This creates a distance between the viewer and what is represented in the painting,
despite the aim of perspective to draw the viewer in. As I have already mentioned in the
previous chapter, the use of perspective constructs a point of view within the
representation which is separate from the subject who observes the painting. This ideal
gaze implied in the representation does not correspond to the way we perceive the
world; it eliminates the body and the subjective point of view of the perceiver who is in
front of the painting. Merleau-Ponty was a great admirer of Cézanne and cubist painting,
since their composition of different points of view does justice to the various
impressions that arise from our perceptual experience

Petran Kockelkoren looks in particular at the relationship between art,
technology and perception (Kockelkoren 2003). Technology mediates the perceptual
experience of human beings; it temporarily decentres the subject, it alters the subject’s

view of her position in and relation to the world. After that, a decentring occurs in which
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the subject acquires a new centre in which the technological mediation is integrated.
When in first instance the technology disturbed the sensory relations to the world, now
a new mode of perception has been established that incorporates the technology.
According to Kockelkoren, art can ease the recentring and help install the new mode of
perception. In other words, art can domesticate new technologies. Kockelkoren uses the
example of the introduction of the train in the 19t century. This new technology caused
such a disturbance in perception that people got physically ill. The relations between the
senses were disarranged by the train: what people smelled did not correspond to what
they could see; the speed of movement they could deduce from their vision did not
match their bodies which were at a standstill. People had to appropriate the
technological mediation “by embodying the train as a moving medium of perception”
(Kockelkoren 2003, 17). So the embodiment of technology, also central to Ihde’s theory,
plays an important role for the historical variability of perception. Fundamental to this
idea is to conceive of the body not as a neutral and stable concept: “[t]he body is not
some universal substratum on which cultures graft their different linguistic attributions
of meaning, from above as it were, but the senses are sensitive to historical fluctuations”
(Kockelkoren 2003, 16). The body is constantly subject to change and a new technology
can cause severe physical reactions when it mediates the bodily perception. This is
where Kockelkoren assigns the artist with an important task. He calls it a disciplining
process that conditions the body and teaches the senses the new perceptual relations
brought on by the technological mediation. In the case of the train, fairground
attractions were developed which simulated the experience of riding a train by unrolling
canvases that depicted sceneries in front of imitation coupés. In this way, the spectators
were introduced to perceiving in motion. For a more selective audience, futurist
painters tried to capture the new perception of movement by depicting scenes seen
from a fast-moving train or car.

Kockelkoren does not advocate a form of technological determinism when he
stresses the cultural conditioning of perception through technology. Rather, in a similar
way as lhde, he conceives of technology as mediating between the subject and the world,
in the process altering the human body and perception. The subject eventually
incorporates the effects of that technology and adopts a new centre. Additionally,
technologies do not originate in a vacuum; “[they] emerge in a social process, and that
process is not marked by monocausality” (Kockelkoren 2003, 35). Using the example of
perspective, Kockelkoren sets out to explain how a technological instrument can
produce new metaphors and manipulate sensory perception. In his view, perspective

resulted in the birth of the autonomous subject and consequently the autonomy of art.
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This is a strong thesis which certainly has its flaws, but it does give an account of how
new scientific and philosophical concepts, in particular the Cartesian notion of the
mind/body split and the dominance of the eye as discussed in the previous chapter, are
entangled with technological developments and new sensory regimes. Panofsky has
written extensively on the subject of linear perspective and how it contributed to the
notion of an autonomous subject. “Panofsky argues that linear perspective was not only
the formalisation of a natural use of the senses, but rather introduced a new sensory
regime to replace the medieval variant” (Kockelkoren 2003, 39). Perspective painting
transforms the world into an ‘external scene’ and it separates the viewer from the
representation. Even though he largely agrees with Panofsky, Kockelkoren objects that
Panofsky did not account for the materiality of the technological mediation. He
explained the invention of perspective as something that arose from a (later) Cartesian
epistemology based on a geometrical understanding of the world. Kockelkoren, on the
other hand, understands the technique of linear perspective and the new epistemology
as “co-evolving phenomena” that are both connected to the material conditions of the
technological mediation.

Jonathan Crary separates perspective as a geometrical metaphor or concept
from the instrument of the camera obscura that enabled the development of
perspective. This instrument that operated as a scientific metaphor for the functioning
of the eye separated the eye from the body and “installs an uninvolved observer”
(Kockelkoren 2003, 47). Kockelkoren points to the even earlier instruments that
enabled the painter to paint using perspective. Glass panes separated the painter from
the scene he was depicting and through this act the painter’s body was subjected to the
instrument. The body was turned into an object, the technique of perspective did not
allow for subjectivity or bodily involvement. Anatomy theatres reflected this view of the
body as an object by staging dissections for an audience and contributed to the
domestication of this new sensory regime. What makes this account of technological
mediation in relation to perspective slightly problematic is that perspective is described
as a technique resulting from a technological instrument, a metaphor that describes a
sensory regime and a mode of perception that accompanies it, and an artistic style of
depicting images. The technological mediation, the artistic technique and the new
sensory relations that are established are never clearly separated by Kockelkoren. This
also poses problems for the domestication through art, since perspective was first
developed in painting. I think we should see perspective as the result of technological
mediation between the world and the subject, even though it could also be argued that it

is the visualisation of the process of mediation.
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Figure 1. The camera obscura as a metaphor for the human eye

Kockelkoren'’s account of the relations between material conditions and sensory
perception is still useful. By highlighting the historical and cultural contingency of
sensory regimes and the philosophical and scientific concepts they produce, he reduces
the universal claims of these regimes that stretch far beyond their historical specificity
and are applied retroactively, and puts them ‘in perspective’ as it were. The question is,
if the body and its senses are subject to historical and cultural change, how is it possible
for the artist to uphold an autonomous position outside of the sensory regimes? The
artist’s body is also subject to cultural disciplining, as Kockelkoren argues after Foucault,
so how can the artists form a criticism of these conditioning forms? To answer that
question, Kockelkoren relies on Plessner’s concept of human ‘ex-centricity’. This notion
presupposes that humans have a natural ability to distance themselves even from their
own being. Their relation to the world is always already mediated and they are
characterised by a ‘natural artificiality’”” (Kockelkoren 2003, 27). This inherent ex-
centricity creates a paradoxical situation. We are always looking to recentre and win our
autonomy back from the new technologies we have embodied, but “at the same time we
owe our current notion of autonomy precisely to technological mediations of this kind
(Kockelkoren 2003, 70). However, there are always numerous sensory regimes
operating simultaneously and various technologies that discipline the body and senses
in different ways. Because of this friction and the lack of a centre for humans, art has the

critical potential to expose the technological mediation of the senses. This notion of art
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rests on the classical conception of aesthetics (aesthesis), which mainly refers to sense
perception.

In Visuality in the theatre: The locus of looking, Maaike Bleeker argues that vision
is never neutral, but is always embedded within a cultural and historical context
(Bleeker 2008). What appears to be ‘just looking’ is determined by the relationship
between the one seeing and what is seen. Bleeker uses the term ‘visuality’ to denote “the
distinct historical manifestations of visual experience”, arguing that vision is subject to
“the tacit rules of a specific scopic regime” (Bleeker 2008, 1-2). Theatre is an art form
that is very suitable to investigate in relation to visuality, since it constructs a
relationship between the ones seeing and what is seen. However, for a long time theatre,
in order to appear as true, has tried to hide this relationship; in the quest to achieve
immediacy, its “presentational strategies (...) have to be aimed at obscuring or erasing
traces of its own condition of being staged” (Bleeker 2008, 3). Theatre of the 19th and
20t century reinforces the Cartesian notion of a disembodied eye and the illusion of
vision as true and objective by means of “strategies of ‘staging’ the relation between the
one seeing and what is seen in such a way as to obscure precisely the relationship
between what is seen and the subjective point of view from where it is seen as such”
(Bleeker 2008, 5). Perspective is such a strategy that constructs a disembodied eye and
claims to represent the world ‘as it is’. It strives for immediacy, and it reduces itself as a
framework that orders and produces reality. Even though it is known as a pictorial
strategy, Bleeker shows that it is also used in the theatre.

In dramatic theatre, there is a teleological framework that structures what is
seen into a coherent world, hereby aiming for an immediacy that will hide the
representational strategies. Just as in perspective painting, the spectators become
detached from their bodies since they are occupying an ideal point of view constructed
by the representation. They are invited to enter the world represented on stage by
taking up the position of the disembodied eye, which requires them to leave their bodies
behind since they are not accounted for within the representation. What support this
mode of perception is that the spectators are placed in a dark auditorium in a fixed place
and are never subject to being seen themselves. They are physically separated from the
world represented on stage, which makes it even easier to forget the relationship
between the spectators and the world on stage. Bleeker calls this strategy ‘absorption’,
in which the spectator takes up the position as the one seeing as it is implied in the
representation. Set against this is theatricality, which aims to reveal the subject position
that is constructed by the performance. Bleeker points out that nowadays the

representational strategy of perspective has become visible to such an extent that it “has
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lost its power to produce convincing representations of ‘how it is’”” (Bleeker 2008, 99).
However, this transforms its function into a theatrical one, since it explicitly shows how
the relationship between the subject and the representation is constructed. In this way
it can become a mode of retheatricalisation, which [ will discuss later.

While theatre that aims to create an illusion keeps its audience in the dark,
avant-garde theatre frees the spectators from their constricted place and centres its
attention on the relationship between the audience and the stage. The construction of
the theatrical event is made visible, and the spectator becomes free to ascribe meaning
at will or “simply experience the objects presented to them in their concrete being”
(Fischer-Lichte in Bleeker 2008, 65). However, this way of thinking still presupposes
that things can be perceived ‘as they are’, and that perception is a neutral process.
Bleeker stresses that this account of spectatorship does not support the notion of
subjective vision, since “[t]he notions of ‘subject’ and ‘subjectivity’ imply a critique of the
idea of the individual as an agent free to assign meaning” (Bleeker 2008, 66). The
spectator is by definition not free to attribute meaning at will, and the idealistic
explanation of avant-garde theatre does not acknowledge the process of cultural
conditioning of the subject and the way its perception. In that sense, the way this form of
theatre obscures the mediation between the subject and the represented world is
similar to that in perspective.

Both Bleeker and Kockelkoren argue that perspective is a technique or
representational strategy that has given rise to a new sensory regime. The use of
perspective constructs a disembodied eye and has contributed to the notion of a
separation between mind and body. The ai