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Abstract.

The image is real – Real is an image. What we 

consider to be reality is the construction of various 

types of detailed, or ‘hi-res’ images, used to 

cognitively and physically construct a sense of  

reality. As our production and consumption of 

images increases, encouraged by the formats and 

systems of the digital image, the recorded visual 

becomes more than a historic document or moment. 

No longer just representation, the saturation of 

image use begins to form a language in which to 

interpret the world, ourselves and others.  

 This thesis examines the use of images 

in relation to self-image. When much of this 

image circulation derives from a human desire for 

recognition — hardwired by our needs as social 

animals — an understanding of the reality of  

images becomes even more urgent. The 

reexamination of the broader sense of ‘image’,  

in conjunction with tracing the rise and enactment 

of visual images, will attempt to dissolve the limiting 

and deterministic distinction between the real, and 

image representations. To elaborate the multiple 

ways we construct ‘images’, I will use the metaphor 

of a screen, a surface of mediation. Digital images 

constitute a new method of defining ourselves.  

We are now Hyper-Defined - we are now HD. 
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1

Prologue. 

My mother was disappointed that I had started 

smoking. My brother had shown her this image 

which I was using at the time for my Facebook 

profile. To make your mother disappointed is of 

course one of the worst feelings in the world, but 

this was not why I felt unsettled. The image isn’t of 

me, it’s David Wojnarowicz. The contrast between me 

using a ‘fake’ representation in the form of another 

person’s visual identity, and the ‘real’ disappointment 

that my mother felt lead me to question the reality 

of representation, and the growing relationship the 

digital image has with perceived reality. Did David 

turn me into a smoker?  

 

 

I opened my iPhone’s camera application and saw 

‘myself’ looking back. I had recently updated the 

operating system and the forward facing camera 

(the lens on the front of the phone above the screen) 

had now become the default perspective. Its new 

priority. Was this switch in the default setting made 

to meet consumer’s expectation, or was it forming 

new expectations? Although still comparatively 

lower-resolution than the ‘main’ rear camera, it’s not 

difficult to imagine the near future where through 

a better camera I will not be able to see the grain 

in the image, a camera and screen combination 

with undetectable resolution. Perhaps this new 

perspective makes sense...

Fig 1: David Wojnarowicz Smoking (1981), Peter Hujar.

Fig 2: iPhone Camera application.
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We inhabit some sort of transitional phase  
where proliferating mediums of visuality are 
disrupting previous notions of how we define 
reality. This heavy cultural investment in the 

‘visual’ constitutes a new facet of reality,  
and while exploiting our innate desire for 
recognition, it redefines viewing one’s self  
and others through images. 

My proposition that producing and consuming visual 

images of ourselves is no longer merely a form of 

self-representation, but a new facet of the real self 

can be interpreted in two ways; 

1)  That viewing images is as ‘real’ as  

 physical recognition.1

2)  That viewing images is a process which is 

 just as mediated as physical recognition. 

 

When faced with the sisyphean task of defining 

reality, one can only point to the various ways in 

which it is constructed, cognitively, philosophically 

and physically. In a sense all reality is virtual; it is 

construction through our cognition and sensory 

organs. Reality is not so much ‘out there’, rather 

it is what we pragmatically consider to be ‘out 

there’. Our brain is able to subtly construct ‘reality’ 

by combining and comparing sensory perceptions 

with what we expect and already know.2 The first 

reading above could imply that viewing images and 

physically viewing each other are both construction 

processes and that construction constitutes reality. 

The second reading implies that neither images or 

physical recognition have access to reality and that 

any construction is barrier to, or removal from reality. 

 If we reduce recognition or identification 

of the self to a construction of a screen, we see 

the surface as either access to or denial of reality. 

But there is always a surface, and the ‘proliferating 

mediums of visuality’ have become a fundamental 

one3. The phrase ‘seeing is believing’ has been 

replaced with the internet mantra “Pics or it 

didn’t happen”. With sociability hardwired into our 

psychology, we feel compelled to “happen”. At the 

same time the internet acronym IRL (in real life) 

begins to lose its relevance. 

 By ‘mediums of visuality’ I am referring 

to the digital image in it’s various forms and the 

infrastructure that surrounds it. This includes the 

single digital snapshot, album or video recording, 

Introduction. 

the image-sharing online networks, the embedded 

lenses in various devices and the array of screens 

that display them. This wider consideration of the 

digital image is an important as I feel both critical 

and casual discussion over the impact of the 

digital image is usually hijacked by the superficial 

condemnation of the ‘selfie’. The attention given 

to it’s obvious persuasion to editing, staging and 

filtering detracts from the critique of the intensifying 

penetration of life by all technologies of the visual.  

 The reaction to label online communication 

and identity as detrimental to ‘real’ interactions is 

also counterproductive in questioning the reality 

of the digital image. These fears tend to rely on 

nostalgic projections, with studies showing digital 

communication increases offline socialisation as 

much as it diminishes it.4 

 This infiltration of life by visual 

technologies has slowly washed over us in a way that 

has allowed them to seamlessly embed themselves 

into our physical spaces, our unconscious and our 

behaviors. Image and screen resolution has reached 

a point of density where individual pixels can no 

longer be seen. The iPhone4 introduced the ‘retina 

display’ with pixels so small they are undetectable 

to the human eye. Image technology is marketed as 

being able to see ‘the real thing’, ‘like being there’ or 

‘getting closer’. When we saw the pixel we could see 

through the image. Now we have ‘the real thing’, a 

high-resolution image culture where pixels blend and 

multiply to become a ‘screen’. In the short story On 

Exactitude in Science, Jorge Luis Borges imagines an 

empire where the science of cartography becomes 

so exact that only a map on the same scale as 

the empire itself will suffice. We have Borges’ map, 

images covering the world at a scale 1:1, probing 

the question of real or representation?  

 The idea of virtual reality is dead.  
Instead we approach a state real virtuality.5  
An ontological study of the digital image. 

With increasing detailed ways of ‘mapping’ ourselves, the 

distinction between map and territory blurs. Without a moral 

position on this blur, I query potential integration in light of 

abstraction.

1 

‘Physical’ in the widely held notion of ‘the real’ 

being something that exists in a physical space 

and time. The notion of meeting someone ‘face 

to face’.

2 

van Mensvoort, Koert:

Next Nature: Nature Changes Along with Us.

3

Beller, Jonathan:  

Visual Culture. New Dictionary of the  

History of Ideas.

4

Millar, Danny: 

Future identities: Changing identities  

in the UK - the next 10 years. 

 

5

To borrow Jeroen van Mastrigt-Ide’s terminology, 

used in his Conference for the Curious presentation 

for SCREEN ON | NO SCREEN, STRP biennial, 2015.
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Never before has so much visual information 

been produced and consumed. Images of others, 

ourselves, our social interactions and social 

environments are visualised in pixels. We can now 

see as satellites, looking down on (nearly) any point 

of the earth’s surface, or stroll streets in cities we’ve 

never heard of. Digital camera sales exploded over 

the past decade, but have recently been superseded 

by cameras embedded in our devices. Digital 

screens have also become ubiquitous, inhabiting our 

private and public spaces. They are the last thing 

we touch before sleeping, and the first thing we 

touch when we wake.6 Every minute 208,300 photos 

uploaded to facebook, 27,800 photos are uploaded 

to Instagram, and 100 hours of video is uploaded to 

Youtube. The infrastructure of the Internet, mobile 

networks and lowering cost of data make issues of 

accessibility only noticeable in the anxious (usually 

temporary) moments we loose connection. 

 Osama bin Laden was discovered through 

his non-visibility. Such is the emphasis on being 

visual that we are skeptical of the opposite. In 

a series of documents released by The United 

Kingdom government on the future of individual 

identity, it states that connectivity of the internet, 

mobile devices and information sharing has 

created the “emergence of hyperconnectivity”, 

where “Maintaining an online presence could 

become normalised to the point where refusing to 

participate in online media could appear unusual 

or even suspicious.”7 The report goes on to mention 

that “People have become accustomed to switching 

seamlessly between the internet and the physical 

world, and use social media to conduct their lives in 

a way which dissolves the divide between online and 

offline identities.” This integration is reflected  

in the way we see and use imagery, with studies 

noting younger generations regard pictures as 

circulating messages, an interactive exchange  

in which personal photographs casually mix with 

public images, such as magazine pictures, drawings 

is an intrinsic part of human sociability, and in it’s 

various verbal and non-verbal forms it is a founding 

components of even the most basic civilization. 

Through communication we are able to construct 

societies, forming interpersonal relationships in large 

social groupings. Human societies are characterized 

by patterns of social relations between individuals 

who share a distinctive culture and institutions; a 

given society may be described as the sum total 

of such relationships among its members. The 

digital image as form of communication fosters this 

societal pressure to be a member and be recognised. 

The image says ‘I am here, I exist’. Bathe’s reflection 

on the reproduction could also help explain why 

we embrace representation, saying the “desire 

of contemporary masses to bring things “closer” 

spatially and humanly, which is just as ardent as 

their bent toward overcoming the uniqueness of 

every reality by accepting its reproduction.”11 

 Communication through visuality positions 

the individual within a group or society. The 

visuality of an individual in society can be read in 

a magnitude of ways, sometimes complimentary 

and sometimes contradictory. This complication 

constitutes part of this struggle to define the reality 

of digital images. The two main views are:  

 

 The ‘self’ in terms of uniqueness and 

individuality which makes a person distinct from 

others. How individual is affected by and contributes 

to the overall social context.  

 

 The ‘self’ in terms of ‘identity’, referring 

to qualities of sameness in relation to a person’s 

connection to others and to a particular group of 

people. This constructionist approach sees identity 

formed by a choice of certain characteristics.  

 The digital image feeds from both the 

desire for the individual to be recognized as different 

from or similar to others. I believe this makes a 

and text.8 Now babies are interacting with images 

on screens. In a way we begin to lose the sense of 

image as ‘other’ as we are submerged by it, like a 

fish not knowing they are wet.  

 Of course images are only one component 

of social media, but they are becoming a 

fundamental part of how we see each other, make 

sense of the world, and make sense of ourselves. 

Taking photographs seems no longer primarily an 

act of memory intended to safeguard historical 

moments, but is increasingly becoming a tool for an 

individual’s identity formation and communication.9 

Images have become a new way to speak and to 

listen, it is perhaps symbolic then that a primary 

source of image production and consumption is 

within our phones, if we can still call them that. 

 But the question raised by my 

confrontation with the new default camera in my 

iPhone of whether or not technology asks us to be 

visual, or we ask technology to make us visual, is 

difficult to answer. McLuhan makes the case that 

we became visually orientated with the advent 

of the phonetic alphabet. The dominant organ 

of sensory and social orientation in pre-alphabet 

societies was the ear— “hearing was believing.”10 

The phonetic alphabet forced the magic world of 

the ear to yield to the neutral world of the eye. Man 

was given an eye for an ear. His argument was that 

media, the alphapet as a technology, had altered the 

environment, changing the way we think and act— 

the way we perceive the world. “Man in our Western 

culture is a visual man. The fact that most conscious 

experience has little “visuality” in it is lost on him”. 

 It is true then that technology changes our 

perception of reality and ourselves. But my interest 

is the progression of visual technologies that have 

lead to the current state of image saturation. As 

previously stated, I have based this on the desire to 

communicate and be recognised, but I believe the 

reasons behind this desire are key to understanding 

our obsession with being visual. Communication 

fundamental contribution to why we have developed 

and continue to explore different technological ways 

to be seen and recognised. The convenience and 

reach of the digital image to create recognition 

attempts to satisfy, but such is nature of desire that 

we are never satisfied. 

Image evolution.

 
The rise of the visual.

6

McNeil, Joanne: 

Touch to Feel, TTTT.

 
7 

Millar, Danny: 

Future identities: Changing identities  

in the UK - the next 10 years.

8

van Dijck, José: 

Mediated Memories in the Digital Age.

9

van Dijck, José:

Digital photography: communication,  

identity, memory.

10 

McLuhan, Marshall and Fiore, Quentin: 

The Medium is the Message.

11 

Benjamin, Walter: 

“The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” 

- Illuminations.
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Does iPhoto empathise with, or encourage our desire for 

recognition as it searches for faces as soon as you drop a photo 

into the photo library? When it finds one, it makes a thumbnail 

file, 240 pixels square, and hides it away on your hard disk. 

Slowly the program gets better and better at figuring out who 

everybody is.

The purpose of such image manipulation applications is not  

an attempt to hide one’s self-image, but to create a reason 

to share it. A tension is created between our interest in the 

manipulated image, and our interest in our original non-

manipulated image. Digital manipulation through apps could be 

another stage in the eternal choreography of the (mental and 

cultural) image repertoires identified by Roland Barthes.12

12 

Barthes, Roland: 

Camera Lucida. Reflections on Photography. 

Image evolution. Below: A variety of iPhone applications allow users to 

manipulate self portraits, then encourages the uploading/ 

sharing of them.

Below: Apple’s iPhoto application identifies and collects ‘faces’ 

within all my digital photo albums. 
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The history of the self-representation is extensive, 

and while it had influenced how early photography 

was received, this section will only focus on public 

accessibility and use of photographic equipment 

and images, the progression from a tool and object 

to a construct of the self. As seen in the advertising 

examples on the right, photography is no longer 

considered a method for representing something 

that already existed, but rather a method for 

becoming real ourselves in some way.  

 The effect the digital image has had on 

the self-image is constructed from more than the 

camera alone. The infrastructure of production, 

processing, and distribution are also fundamental. 

This can be described as a socio-technical network. 

In a study of the iPhone’s influence on photographic 

practice, the article “iPhones and the emerging 

fifth moment of photography”13, five stages are 

outlined. Here, I will summaries them while adding 

information about important social considerations, 

and the relationship these developments have had 

with the current tension between the digital image 

and the self.

Image evolution.

 
From documenting to enacting. 

Inaccessible and Immobile.   
Nineteenth century.

 During the early years after the invention 

of photography, the expertise needed to create 

images required a sophisticated set of technical 

skills, both in material knowledge (chemicals, tin 

plates etc.) and detailed knowledge regarding times 

of exposure, light conditions, etc. Photography was 

considered scientific because of these expertise. 

The expense, knowledge, time consumption and 

immobility of the image-making process made it 

inaccessible to the general public. 
 
Photography introduced to the public. 
1900–ca. 1930.

 The Kodak camera was introduced at the 

end of the nineteenth century with the advertising 

slogan “you press the button, we do the rest”. What 

used to be technical expertise started to reach a 

general audience. This created an image vernacular 

that continued through to the introduction of digital 

images. “Snap-shots” were taken with the simple 

intent to create a record of a moment in life of one’s 

self or family and friends. They were considered 

accurate representations of the world around them. 

With more mobility, photography became embedded 

into the social practices of activities like tourism. 

This accessibility lead to the sharing of more 

mundane imagery. Photography began to be part  

of everyday life. 

 

Wide-spread use.  
1930–1990.

 Photography reached a massive audience 

thanks to lower costs and the increased networks 

of film processing facilities. Almost all of the former 

problems related to mobility, techniques, and 

possibilities that appeared to the participants of 

the time to have been solved. However, circulation 

and meaning were still limited to the small circles 

consisting of one’s family and friends. 

From paper to the screen, Photograph to image.  
1990–Present. 

 The socio-technical network of the internet 

has enabled the growth of means for sharing and 

displaying images, free of the constraints of film  

and paper. The key to this moment was the union  

of photographic devices, computers the internet, 

and a new distribution and circulation environment. 

This brought two consequences: people create 

more photos because they have a place to share 

them, and these new distribution-showing circuits 

rapidly become key actors in creating photographic 

meaning. Ritualistic and important moments of 

family life blended with the everyday and banal.

The iPhone - Socio-technical network. 
The present.

 The iPhone is the first device that 

combines three important elements: the making, 

processing, and distribution of images. But 

as previously mentioned, the major shift that 

the iPhone represents is a stage where visual 

technology consumes our communication and 

sense of sociability, effecting the way we see 

each other and ourselves. This leads to the latest 

stage in the progression of technological image 

production and consumption - The HD Self through 

the enactment of images. Recent research by 

anthropologists, sociologists and psychologists 

suggests that the increased deployment of digital 

cameras like in the iPhone4, begin to favor the 

functions of communication and identity formation 

at the expense of photography’s use as a tool for 

remembering.14

13 

Cruz, Edgar Gómez and Meyer, Eric:  

Creation and Control in the Photographic Process: 

iPhones and the Emerging Fifth Moment of Photography.

14 

Kondor, Zsuzsanna: 

Representations and Cognitive Evolution: Towards 

an Anthropology of Pictorial Representation. 

Fig 1,2: Kodak camera advertising from 1900’s.

Fig 3,4: Nikon “I AM Nikon” advertising campaign 2010.
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Digital photography is part of a larger socio-technical 

transformation in which the self becomes the centre 

of a virtual universe made up of informational 

systems and architecture. Individuals articulate 

their identity as social beings not only by taking and 

storing photographs to display themselves, but by 

participating in communal photographic exchanges 

based on a new form of social interaction and self 

recognition. The tendency to fuse photography 

with daily experience and communication is part 

of a broader cultural transformation that involves 

individualisation and intensification of experience. 

We are hardly talking about images any more, 

We are talking about experience saved as visuals. 

Making, showing, viewing and talking about 

images are not just how we represent ourselves, 

but contribute to the way we enact ourselves, 

individually and collectively, and reproduce social 

formations and norms15, I believe these social norms 

constitute a new form of reality. This transformation, 

the encapsulation of our lives by the image in 

combination with existing self-images is what I refer 

to as Hyper-Defined, or HD.  

 So as we increasing interact, identify, 

communicate with images, I return to the question 

of weather the images are still just representational, 

or if they are embedded with an agency separate 

from the corporeal individual. A sort of possession 

perhaps. This philosophical inquiry leads us to 

question the reality of the corporeal person and their 

consciousness before it is captured by the digital 

image. The ‘self’ in philosophical, psychological 

and physical terms can already be seen as Highly 
Defined, defined through academic inquiry for 

thousands of years. Are the descriptions of the 

physical self, the self-image and digital image 

representation comparable?  

 The following section will attempt dissect 

both digital imagery and self imagery, examining 

their Resolution. The term resolution derives from 

old French, meaning to break into small parts, 

with the intent of solving, or as a way to arrive at 

the truth as to make a final determination. I can 

obviously never expect to reach a final determination 

while probing complex ideas of the self and reality, I 

do however wish to zoom in on the pixels that make 

up the HD Self before the resolution is undetectable, 

like the screen pixels of the iPhone4.

Image evolution.

Enacting images. 
The ‘real’ self through image - 

A mind–body problem? 

15

Van House, Nancy:  

Personal Photography, Digital Technologies  

and the Uses of the Visual. 

Fig 1: René Descartes’ illustration of mind-body dualism.

Fig 2: Illustration of the camera obscura function.
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As described in the previous section, the way we 

use imagery informs our behavior and how we see 

ourselves and others. The variable ways of visibly 

‘seeing’, and ‘seeing’ in a social and psychological 

sense come together. At this point more clarity 

of how I use the term ‘self-image’ is needed. To 

encapsulate the different ways the digital image 

intersects with the self, I use ‘self-image’ in a broad 

sense, from the internal image that one has of 

himself, to the image that other’s identify with. The 

strict definition of self image is the mental picture 

formed by objective observation and learned by that 

person about themselves. My use of ‘self-image’ 

also incorporates the ‘self-concept’, which embodies 

the answer to “Who am I?”. The term ‘Identity’ 

could be used in relation to it as a construct that 

encompasses the way we think about ourselves and 

our role in larger social environments. Identity is 

enacted through social interactions with others and 

our relationships with them. I will negate the social 

grouping aspect of the term however. 

 The digital image would seem more easily 

definable, but in combination with the infrastructure 

that surrounds them, the digital image implies a 

concept rather than a single image. Not only it’s 

structural elements, pixel ratios, file types and sizes, 

but also it’s distribution, multiplication and re-

visualization. Time and place lose relevance within 

the digital image, as the impetus to share converts 

the image from a memory of a particular place and 

time, to a more continuous state of being. Images 

from a personal album may be regurgitated into 

an individuals profile picture or on their blog in no 

chronological order. It’s primary purpose now is 

to describe a presence, creating a self-image. The 

past, present, and future look no different from 

one another. In our new ability to heavily document 

moments in time – through; GoPro cameras, 

dashcams, webcams, and most importantly our 

smartphones – a seemingly non-stop capture,  we 

create a “constant moment” as Clayton Cubitt  

has described it.16 Photography, Cubitt writes, is less 

about being physically present, the available window 

of capturing ourselves in the from ‘here and now’ 

becomes ‘anywhere and anytime.’ Increasingly, the 

use of digital cameras is for ‘live’ communication, 

instead of storing pictures of ‘life’. 

 Artist Hito Styrel considers the digital 

image a fundamental part of circulationism17, where 

the image is less about its content, but rather its 

charge and drive, its agency. Oliver Laric has a 

view of the digital images as primary experience, 

where we should let one’s image circulate freely, 

giving rise to hybrids which gain a new sense of 

authenticity. I take the position that the digital 

image falls somewhere in between. Its circulation 

allows it to become a communication tool, and this 

communication forms a primary experience for 

recognition and the formation of the self-image.  

 The resolution of self imagery consists of 
the multiple ways in which we recognize ourselves, 
and others recognize us in a social setting. As 
the digital image integrates with existing modes 
of recognition, it adds to the resolution. As the 
growing mediums and platforms for the digital 
image to mediate recognition are growing, the self-
image increases its resolution, becoming more and 
more HD.

Self and/or digital image. 

 
Defining self-imagery and digital image. 
 

16

Clayton Cubitt:

On the Constant Moment. 

17 

Steyerl, Hito:

In Defense of the Poor Image.

Below: Progression of the resolution of self-images.
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The resolution of the self in physical terms focuses 

on the atomic, biologic, and sensory structures of the 

self image. This includes the molecules that make 

up our environments and bodies, the photons that 

transmit visible light to the retina cones in our eyes 

that create visual signals into neuron transmissions 

that process the information.  

 Although our physicality may be considered 

the most ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ form of seeing and 

being seen, the process of recognition is highly 

segmented, and creates various images along the 

way. It can be argued that we never really see or 

experience what we think we do in physical terms. 

One method to describe this image making process 

is the Structural Differential model within the field 

of general semantics. The model can be simplified 

as the demonstration of human beings being 

abstracted from their environments. In addition 

to our identification of the physical becoming an 

image through our senses, our use of language 

further abstracts access to real identification. 

This approximation of others, ourselves, and our 

environments creates an image. Although general 

semantics identifies this process as a series of 

abstractions, it acknowledges that these descriptions 

are a basic human necessity. 

 Sharing digital images of ourselves  

is another approximation of the self. General 

semantics concludes that the sight of a physical 

lemon, and image of a lemon, or the word l-e-m-o-n 

can all trigger the same salivation response.  

As digital images become another language, so  

too is their ability to create a ‘response’. That of 

‘real’ recognition.   

Self and/or digital image.

 
Physicality of the HD Self.  
Imagery through the nervous system.

Below: Structural differential model.
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The resolution of the psychological self is most 

directly related to most interpretations of self-

image, selfhood, and individual consciousness. It 

is our mental functions and our social behaviors. 

The resolution is made from perception, cognition, 

attention, emotion, intelligence, phenomenology, 

motivation, brain function, personality, behavior, and 

interpersonal relationships. Studies of the effects 

that electronic media have on our psychology focus 

on a wide range of mediums including internet 

use, gaming, television consumption. The findings 

show various implications with different degrees of 

caution, but the overarching focus is how electronic 

media relates to pre-existing human physiological 

constructions.  

 The Mirror Stage describes one of these 

image making processes. It is a psychoanalytic 

concept that describes the moment an infant 

recognizes their own image, turning oneself into an 

object that can be viewed by the child from outside 

of themselves. This leads to an envy of the whole 

image, the imago, creating an endless narcissistic 

fascination for the whole. It is the self’s relationship 

to others that forms the internal ego, and with it 

a sense of being incomplete by not matching the 

complete imago. 

 This physiological model is used by 

some psychologists to explain the occurrence of 

narcissism. Through the construction of the ego, 

we all develop narcissistic perspectives, normally 

within socially acceptable limits. The creating and 

viewing of digital images of ourselves can be seen 

as an extension of the mirror stage. As mediums of 

visuality grow, so does the number of ways in which 

we attempt to complete our fragmented phycological 

self-image. The desire to bridge the gap between 

how others see us and how we see ourselves is 

possible through the socio-technical network of 

digital image production and consumption. In this 

sense, the digital image becomes as real as the 

mirror image, another object to be viewed by others.

Self and/or digital image.

 
Psychology of the HD Self.  
Imagery through the ego. 

Below: Psychological mirror stage.
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Philosophically, the resolution of the self image 

is confronted with notions of reality. It is easily 

possible to argue opposing philosophical views on 

the ‘reality’ of self, as many schools of philosophy 

put these two issues at the centre of their studies 

— the relationship between the mind and the body, 

or the relationship between the consciousness and 

the physical realm. An example of opposing views is 

idealism and realism.  

 Idealism asserts that everything we 

experience, including the recognition of others is 

of a mental nature, and that it is only in the mind 

that the external world exists. It is these subjective 

mental ideas, or images that form reality. This 

implies that there is no objective reality, and 

therefore, objects or people exist just as you perceive 

them to be. Realism asserts that whatever we 

believe now is only an approximation of reality. The 

real is ontologically independent of our subjective 

mental ideas, or images. Realism can also be seen 

as an unqualified sense, in which case it asserts the 

mind-independent existence of a visible world.  

 Idealism promotes the reality of mental 

image, realism promotes the reality outside of our 

mental images. The important notion here in my 

assessment of the reality of digital images is that 

the division between the mind and external world. 

Regardless of where we emphasise reality, images 

are always mediatory. I will focus on the digital 

image’s Idealistic qualities: The sharing of images 

exemplifies the notion that reality is of a personal 

perspective, and the growing mediums of creating 

these perspectives intensifies this philosophical 

notion. Do we externalise the our mental perspective 

through the digital image, claiming reality? And if all 

reality is internalised, then the difference between 

seeing the physical image of a person against seeing 

an digital image of them becomes less relevant.  

 

Self and/or digital image.

 
Philosophy of the HD Self.  
Imagery through the mind-body dichotomy. 

 
 

Below: Philosophical idealism.
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The changing and accelerating mediums of visuality 

of today are comparable with the context that cubist 

artists worked within, and expressed through their 

new form of representation. Today we encounter new 

ways of seeing and being seen, as did the cubists 

with recent advancements in visual technology, 

but they also saw new perspectives through 

advancements in psychology and philosophy.18 

Semiology was being developed, cultural interactions 

were taking place between the East and West. New 

idiosyncratic way of looking at things challenged the 

perception of truth. Cubism arose out of the need to 

define and represent the then new modern reality. 

 Like my inquiry into the deferent ways  

we already live through images, the cubist saw  

that there is no single reality to represent and no 

single way to represent whatever that reality is. 

This resulted in multiple viewpoints to convey a 

physical and psychological sense of the fluidity of 

consciousness. In terms of the meaning making 

process seen in the structural differential model, 

the cubists also recognised ambiguity of signs and 

began to deal with them as multiple reference 

systems, creating tension. 

 The cubists also drew upon imagery from 

their everyday, objects of daily life, people of their 

acquaintance, events in the news. This was done  

to shift the focus away from the subject of the work. 

In a similar sense, the content of imagery we create 

and share is not the primary focus of my inquiry,  

it is the way it is made visible, and the way it is  

seen. It is the way we, through images relate to  

the outside world.

Image Perspectives. 

 
Cubist dialectics of seeing.  
Technological and social impact on the  

visual self-image.

18

Imperato, Alessandro: 

Cubism, Reality Fragments and Allegory.

Artist David Hockney redirects the frustration the cubists had 

with the limitations of the canvas, toward the limited perspective 

of the single photograph. In this case, as with the cubists, 

perspective is not limited to visual terms. Hockney argues “All 

photographs share the same flaw, lack of time.” 

Below: Examples of cubist portraiture. Below: Mother (1985), David Hockney.
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Dual perspective.

First person perspective.

CGI.

Montage and collage.

Public / ‘CCTV’.

Web cam.

Dash cam.

Technology has always been highly influential on the 

production and consumption of pornography, and 

pornography has helped shape and promote new 

ways to consume media. Pornography was the first 

type of moving image streamed, was a primary user 

of early webcams, started e-commerce and helped 

increase internet speeds.19 With pornography being 

a real outlet for sexual desire for many people, 

the changing way in which we begin to consume 

these images indicates our acceptance of new 

technological perspectives. Cubists created work that 

was neither an imitation nor an illusion of reality, 

but, in effect, a new kind of reality, created through 

the means of a new “language” of forms. Although 

pornography can be constructed as fantasy, it’s mass 

consumption embeds it as part of our reality. Is a 

25-up video montage part of a new ‘language of 

forms’ too?

Image Perspectives. 

 
Cubist POV exposure.  
Multiple perspectives.

19

Coopersmith, Jonathan:

Pornography, Technology and Progress. 

Below: Various categories of perspective within pornography.
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Important events are now recorded from a multitude 

of viewpoints. Democratised image production 

means that news agencies and politics have lost 

their encompassing control on imagery in the 

news. But one can sense something else has been 

altered dramatically in the way we experience 

reality and how we relate to the world. The cubists 

aimed to show that multiple realities exist in our 

collective perception of the world, but does this new 

fragmentation also highlight a distances between 

our bodies and thoughts from a full experience, while 

enclosing our field of perception. We are caught 

up in an immersive and symbiotic act between 

technology and our new habits.

Google Image Search the amount of slightly different images 

produces an endless kaleidoscopic view of the same event.

Image Perspectives. 

 
Cubist Fragments of individual realities.  
Communal production.

Below: Google image search results for the  

 inauguration of Pope Francis.

Fig 1: Inauguration of Pope Benedict, 2005.

Fig 2: Inauguration of Pope Francis, 2013. 
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Through looking at various physical, psychological 

and philosophical notions of the self, we see that 

the ways in which we perceive ourselves and others 

are mediated through different types of images. 

These images are hi-res — their detail so complex 

and embedded into our way of interpreting the world 

that we do not see the construction, like the way 

we absorb language as a child, we no longer have 

the ability to comprehend life without language. 

The ways in which the digital images embeds itself 

into this interpretation of the world means the 

perspectives of these image-making devices begin 

to become our own. Do we even see the camera 

anymore now that the camera is everywhere? The 

capturing of experience becomes the experience, 

and the representation of ourselves become part of 

the self. I do not suggest that the perspective of the 

digital images will replace our own, but do believe 

that they co-exist, and through embracing them they 

give us a better understanding of ourselves. 

 The artist Jon Rafman is critical of the 

distinction between real and virtual worlds, the 

artist sees both as limited and deterministic. To 

eliminate the dichotomy provides greater freedom. 

This approach is highlighted in his project 9-Eyes20, 

in which he aims to convey contemporary experience 

as represented by Google Street View. His Street 

View collections represent can be read as who we 

experience of the modern world. The 9-eyes of the 

Street View camera exemplify the automatic impulse 

to produce images and the bombardment in which 

we consume them. The Street View images show us 

a tension between our desire as social beings to be 

seen, and the indifference that continuous capture 

creates. The structure of this perspective begins 

to feel less artificial, it is seen in combination with 

how we already perceive the outside world from the 

increasing persuasion of visuality.   

 This blending of images, our perception as 

lens and the technological lens, creates a new visual 

grammar. This elimination of the ‘real and virtual’ as 

Rafman aims can be further explored by 

looking at the intent of art/design movement 

‘the New Aesthetics’, explored in a following 

section of this thesis. 

Image Perspectives. 

 
Merging viewer and image.  
Cosplay.

Image Perspectives. 

 
Mechanical eyes.  
Hybrid perspectives.

The individual becomes image which then consumes 

itself. This cyclic enactment of images disrupts the 

boundary between the reality and fiction of the self 

and image, and between the original fictional image 

reference and the act of re-performing the image. 

 Equal emphasis is placed on both 

recreating the visual similarities of Japanese anime 

characters, recontextualising them in personal 

narratives, and the documentation of the this hybrid 

of reality and fiction.  

20

Rafman, Jon
9 Eyes.

Below: Examples of cosplay acting and capturing.
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Looking at the resolution of the self-image through 

the mental/technological imagery, we begin to see 

the perception of self become multifaceted, with the 

digital image becoming an important tool for social 

recognition. This blending of the digital image and 

‘reality’ is one of the primary interests of the visual 

art/design movement the New Aesthetic. The term 

was coined by James Bridle, and gained popularity 

through a panel organized to discuss the phenomena 

during 2012’s SXSW conference. Frustrated with 

the expectations of ‘NASA extropianism space-

future’, Bridle wanted to focus on the infiltration of 

current technology into our everyday lives. Although I 

believe aspects of this movement over-stated, some 

principles and findings are relevant to my inquiry.  

 Through taking a closer look at our current 

technological environment, it becomes easy to see 

that the border between ‘real and virtual’, ‘online and 

offline’ are not so clear. In design and architecture 

it is possible to determine the program used to 

design through the physcial object, robots have been 

developed to share intimacy, both emotional and 

sexual, and financial algorithms read the news and 

feed that knowledge back into the market.  

 The smartphone is perhaps the most 

symbolic indicator of this blending. No longer 

on or off-line, in front of a computer or ‘out’, the 

metaphors for the distinction between reality and the 

virtual seem to be broken. To avoid moralising this 

development, the New Aesthetics sets out to take no 

position, rather to live inside the thing as it unfolds, 

to point at the artifacts of this hybridisation and ask 

what they mean. In doing so the New Aesthetics 

attempts to inform the public of new ways of seeing 

and ultimately doing in a observational way. Bridle 

closed his presentation at the SXSW conference by 

concluding that this blend is not a dire situation, 

and we will adapt. In my inquiry I also place more 

emphasis on adaptation rather than panic. For me, 

awareness and understanding are the primary goals.  

 

The ‘New Aesthetic’ of self-imagery.  

 
Defining the New Aesthetic.  
An evolving concept.

 

 
Expanding the notion of the New Aesthetic to 
include the self imagery.  

 With a similar dissatisfaction toward 

current distinctions between the digital image 

representation and reality, I too find the need to 

develop a sort of movement (or at least a name) 

that can describe this new reality in representation, 

to include self-imagery into the realm of digital 

aesthetics, or as sometimes referred to by New 

Aesthetic artists as ‘mechanical vision’. I expand on 

the idea that our devices have a way of seeing, by 

emphasising that humans created these devices to 

see and produce imagery in these multiplying ways. 

The gaze of these lenses then feed-back into our 

construction of self, making the ‘mechanical vision’ 

less autonomous than some New Aesthetic artist 

claim it to be. This expansion of New Aesthetics will 

be explored in the following section, the construction 

of a new metaphor.

The website zazzle.com allows the printing  

of uploaded images onto a large range  

of merchandise. 

 

The new aesthetic of the self-image accepts that we 

can achieve social recognition through the circulation 

and movement across screens. The artifacts of this 

desire to move through mediums are articulated in 

the possibilities presented by zazzle. 
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It is my intent to investigate the similarity between 

the existing ways we create self imagery with the 

new forms created through using digital imagery. 

This is an attempt to justify the digital images 

position as another ‘real’ facet of self construction. 

To do this I wish to design a metaphor that can 

be applied to both the digital image and existing 

self-images. As previously outlined, existing ways 

we create self-imagery include through physicality, 

psychology and philosophy, all of which involved a 

process of mediation. This mediation I will refer to as 

a screen, and through looking at the construction of 

these self-images, I extend the metaphor to include 

the resolution of these self-images. The terms 

‘screen’ and ‘resolution’ were obviously not born in 

the digital age. Their use however has been hijacked 

by their technologic meaning. By using the terms 

in combination with their non-digital connotations, I 

am able to bridge the understanding of self-imagery, 

and simultaneously begin to dissolve the (as i see it) 

unnecessary and limiting dichotomy between digital 

and non-digital self-images. 

  

A screen door, screening resumes, screening 

patients, screening baggage, our digital screens. To 

screen implies seeing through a form of mediation 

or criteria. In this sense it is a fitting metaphor to 

help make the complicated physical, psychological 

and philosophical more accessible. When applied 

to these various ways of seeing, we begin to see 

screens everywhere. Meeting someone ‘face to face’, 

a mirror, or a memory, all become screens in the 

process of recognition. 

 As an all encompassing metaphor, the 

screen is a place to see and be seen, to happen, 

to exist. A surface to mediate encounters between 

individuals and ourselves. A place to be visual. 

A place to fulfill our basic human desire for 

recognition. The many ways we construct meaning of 

who we are, our representation, is played out in the 

dimension of this screen.  

 Like the individual brick in a paved surface, 

these constructions of meaning go unnoticed as 

we travel across the screen. The ways in which we 

are visualised through a screen multiply, surfaces 

overlap, we are more and more defined, entering 

a state of hyper-definition (HD). The screen is 

decentralized and dematerializes the self. The 

screen’s resolutions is made from atoms, sensors, 

neurons, pixels, judgments, interpretation, language, 

signs, electricity, perception. It can be argued 

then that a screen conceals as it reveals. But as 

my research outlines, there is no way to see or 

be seen without screens. Does this imply that all 

ways of seeing are form of alienation, or necessary 

constructions? 

A visual language for the HD Self. 

 
The screen as metaphor. 
A mediator, a surface, revealing while hiding.
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This research has attempted to outline the ways in 

which the proliferation of digital image technology 

has elevated the digital image from documentation 

or superficial constructions to a new and ‘real’ way 

in which we fulfill our social human desires for 

recognition. However, this research also questions 

the reality of the way we use cognition and sensory 

organs to constructed images of ourselves and 

others in perceived ‘reality’. This conclusion is 

both a denial of reality, but also an appreciation 

of the tools and methods in which humans use to 

understand the self in connection to reality. In other 

words, humans have always negotiated between the 

alienation of themselves and reality.  

 I promote an understanding of how new 

visual mediums can further understand the broader 

sense of the self-image, opposed to attempting 

to simplify these forms to ‘merely’ representation, 

or constructs, or ‘fake’. With the digital images 

growing influence on our behaviors, communication 

and environments, it is more constructive to 

acknowledge its integration rather than deny that 

the growing mediums of visuality leads to another 

‘real’ facet of the self-image. It is perhaps the lack 

of acknowledgment that leads to greater a greater 

sense of disconnect in our alienation.  

 But even as the digital image integrates 

with our sense of sociability, the detrimental effects 

of this mediation of reality should be considered. 

Andy Warhol projected a world of pure image, an 

economy of floating signifiers. He encouraged the 

audience of his work to “Just look at the surface of 

my paintings and films.” We too face the possibility 

of being over represented by images, to the point we 

also become ‘an economy of floating signifiers’. The 

enactment of our images can be seen as an attempt 

to reconnect the signifiers to the signified. Like the 

deteriorating map the once covered Borges’ fictional 

globe, we might try to use earth as a new map. But 

then again, the very notion of society entails it’s own 

forms of alienation. Sigmund Freud considered the 

power of communities both to shape and to subvert 

us, using the psychoanalytic pun: “connectivity and 

its discontents.” 

 Another common reaction and conclusion 

to the debate around our growing use of image 

representation is to consider it as a ‘spectacle’, a 

reference to Debord’s philosophical and Marxist 

theory. I found this line of inquiry lent itself to 

research into the relationship between image and 

commodity in the context of capitalism. This in itself 

has interesting implications for the relationship 

between the digital image and self-image, but 

It would require further research in a separate 

thesis. However, I do see a relationship between the 

spectacle’s ability to cover the real, and how the 

‘fake’ gains a sense of authenticity, that “the true is 

a moment of the false”. I take a more neutral and 

psychologically natural position on this phenomena 

in relation to self representation. Baudrillard’s theory 

of simulation is also commonly applied to the study 

of self representation through imagery. My research 

outlines a notion of alienation that pre-exists digital 

image representation, and this idea of ‘more real 

than reality’ can be seen in the use of my term 

‘hyper-definition’. Where hyper-reality describes the 

‘authentic fake’, I see the formation of self-image 

through hyper-definition where images describe what 

can not be experienced in the first place. 

Conclusion. 

 
Alienation or integration between 
the self and images? 
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Hito Steyerl sees a ‘walkout’ from visual 

representation by the ‘intelligent’ who realize that 

“photographic or moving images are dangerous 

devices of capture: of time, affect, productive forces, 

and subjectivity”.21 The potential for digital images 

to ‘jail and shame you forever’ reflects the agency 

that this new mode of communication possesses. I 

argue that the desire to been seen will continue to 

develop an emphasis on visuality, where withdrawal 

from representation develops it’s own form of 

alienation, as well as an ‘Osama bin Laden’ type 

of visibility through concealment. This idea is also 

known as the ‘Streisand effect’, named after the 

American entertainer Barbra Streisand, whose 2003 

attempt to suppress photographs of her residence in 

California, inadvertently drawing more attention to it. 

 Anecdotal evidence however suggests that 

people are aware of the negative aspects of passing 

oneself through the digital screen. Their response 

is simply indifference or the taking a responsible 

approach to sharing images and content they would 

not like falling into the wrong hands that could 

lead to unintentional publicity. At the more extreme 

end of caution, we see dazzle clothing, auto-flash 

handbags and make-up that has been designed 

to confuse the camera lens and facial recognition 

software. There is appreciation for privacy and 

moments of ‘silence’. But despite these small 

counter-movements, my research suggests that the 

‘rise of visuality’ will continue with people choosing 

to adopt this image based language as means of 

communication. 

 But like any language, we should 

encourage and explore ways in which it develops 

to reflects societal change, but also effect societal 

change. With this I return to my initial counter-

reaction to common reactions to the self through 

imagery. The rejection of the digital image as a 

new facet of reality is counter-productive in our new 

technological age where visuality is given greater 

currency. As Henrot has explored in her work ‘The 

pale Fox’, “Instead of trying to distinguish between 

reality and the illusion, instead of trying to make 

sense of the world; we should consider all forms of 

representation as equivalently real in the multiple 

realities we simultaneously inhabit.”  

 I see these simultaneous realities far 

more complex than purely ‘digital and real’. The 

the physical, psychological and philosophical 

perspectives of self open the interpretation of self-

images to co-exist, or even hybridise with new digital 

notions and perspectives of self-images. We already 

see the effects of the digital image feedback into 

traditional concepts of self, so let us move on from 

nostalgic notions of the virtual and the real, let us 

embrace real virtuality. The HD self is aware that all 

forms recognition — seeing and being seen — are 

descriptions, screens which we cross to fulfill human 

desire to be social. Embrace our representations, as 

that is all we have.

With increased use of images in socialisation, 

this new facet of reality, there needs to be a 

reconsideration of how we use a new image 

language in communication design practice. New 

media theorist Lev Manovich uses the structural 

concept of a ‘database’ to explain the effect that 

digitization of culture has on our perception, where 

collections of items, rather than a series of events 

have become “a new symbolic form of a computer 

age, [and] a new way to structure our experience 

of ourselves and the world.’ 22 When the intent of 

a designer is to communicate to an audience, it is 

essential we consider how the perception of this 

audience is changing. The shift from a situational 

and historical sense of self could be viewed in 

parallel with how media is produced and consumed 

in more general sense. The image has become 

democratised but also automatised, evident in the 

Google Image Search results for the Inauguration 

of Pope Francis. As with the new reality of the 

self image, I also promote embracing these new 

perspectives in the development of design practice 

in this new media landscape. 

 This ‘database’ structure has perhaps 

manifested in how my research has developed. 

Through questioning the resolution of the self-

image I have brought together various perspectives, 

a juxtaposition in order to show complexity of the 

research area, but also as a method to emphasis 

the blurring of boundaries of academic disciplines. 

Designers have become more inter-disciplinary as 

access to information and tools increases. This 

feeling that my role as designer is today less defined 

has led to continuous questioning. Part productive, 

part hindrance, is has become an intrinsic quality  

of my design practice. 

Conclusion. 

 

Withdrawal from representation?

Conclusion. 

 

Representing representation. 
Reflections on design practice.

21 

Steyerl, Hito:

The Spam of the Earth: Withdrawal  

from Representation.

22

Manovich, Lev: 

The Language of New Media.

Fig 1: 3M Scotchlite reflective shirt, 2010. 

Fig 2: Anti-paparazzi accessories, Adam Harvey, 2014. 

Fig 3: Face detection camouflage, Adam Harvey, 2014. 

Below: The Pale Fox, an instillation by Camille Henrot, 2014. 
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