THE NeWwW
AESTHETIC?

Much of tha critical confusion arcund the New Aesthetic
has ciustersd around the usa of the term “aesthatic’, by
which | meant simply, "whatl il looks ike”, As a result ¢!
miy uge of this term, much of the criical reaction to A bas
only locked at the surface, and has largely faied 10 engage
with the underlying concerns of the New Aesthetic, its own
critique and politics. This crilicism sl concarns itself only
with images, despite the wealth of texts also included
in the prorect, and the numerous recorded lectures 1've
ghven on the subject. The tumoir Is just one aspest of, the
skalchbook or playisl o, a wider proect. In shea, this
form of criticism has been looking at the pixelated finger,
et the moon

Theare ara two necessary understandings to counter this,
| think, One is tha important recegnition that the New
Assthetic project is undertaken within its own medium:

it is an attempt 10 “write” criticaly about the network in
the vernacuiar of the network itsel’: in a tumdly, in blog
poslts, in YouTube videos of lectures, twosted reporis and
massages, reblogs, fkes, and comments. In thys sense,
from my perspective, it is as much work as criticem:

it doas not conform to the formal shapes = manifesto,
sssay, book - expected by critics and academics. As a
result, il remains largely ilegible 1o them, despite frequent
public statements of the present kind.

But | think the deeper and more interesting aspect of this
misreading cf the New Aesthetc is that it deectly mirors
whal it is describing: the llegitility of techrology itself 1o
a ron-technical audhance. From the very first post about
the New Aesthetic | have been talking about what thess
mages reveal about the underhing systems that produce
tham, and/cr the human viewocint which frames them.

It is impossible for me, with an academic background

n Compuier Scienca and Artficial Intelligence, with a
practical backgrourd in iterary editing and software
programming, with a lifetime of interacting viith the
~ternat and other systems, not 10 look at these mages
and immediately start 15 think about not what they ook

ke, but how they came to be and what Ihey become:
the processes of capture, storage, and gistributon;

the actions of fiters, codecs, agorithms, processes,
databasas. and trangler protocols; the weght of
datacenters, servers, satelliles, cabies, routers, swilches
modems, infrastruciures physical and virlual; and the
biases and articulations of dispostion and intent encoded
in all of thesa things. and our comprehension of them,

And it's worth bearing in mind tco that many of the
images are snapghots, or stills, n many forms, and not
fully-formed objects. Whether a frame from an onfing
video, or a screen caplure ol an onling map (remember,
digital mapgs are animalions on pause), or fragments of
code or spam; all of tnese are snippets, they are only
momentary representations of ongoing processes — as
intleed the New Aesthetic is intended to be, Each image
is & link, hardcoded or imagnalive, 10 other aspects of

a far greater system, |ust as every web page and every
essay, and every ine of text written or quoted therein, is a
link to other waords, thoughts and ideas. Again, in this the
Naw Aesthealic reproduces the struclure and disposition
of the network tself, as a form of eritique.

Soms examples from the original blog. Every sateliite
image posted s a meditation on the nature of mapping,
that raiges issues of parspective and power relationships,
the privilege of the overhead vigw and the monopoly on
technological agency which produces il. A photograph
of Eric Schmict wearng a flak jacket - as he does in his
Twiller avatar - is a spur to investgale the circumstances
of Ihe photograph and the sell-presentation of the
ocorporation. t was ta<en on a visit to lraq in 2009, when
Gocgle promised to digitise what remains of the National
Musaum'’s collection, ralsing further questions about

the digitisation and subsequent ownership of cultural
palrimeny, and of Google's invovernent in poltical activity
and international diglomacy through its Google kdeas
think-tanx, which actively supports a programme of
regirme change in certain parts of the world

A screenshot of a promotonal video for the telepresence
compary Anybot whicn features a robot wearng a bow tie
commanding a human ampioyea to “work faster” is in cne
frame a terrifying vision of abour futures, ard an indictment
of visions of automation that emerge from execulive and
enginearing cutures which perceive the value extractable
by technclogical innovatien differently 1o the majer currents
of socsal advancement throughout tha 20th Century. An
Adobe-sponsored "prank” at a bus stop - 12 milion views
on Youtube - whete a live artist inserts passersby into

a digital acvertisement speaks to our internaisation of
surveillance cuiture and our corresponding expectations

of the individualisation of techrology, and its lraming by
corporations - where in the vigeo are the passersby who
felt shocxed, vic@ated or just plain creeped out by such an
intervention? Are they edited out, or did they simply not
exist, and if not, why the hel not?

Tnis individualisaton effect is seen at every level of
lechnolegy, from tha dot which places each of us at the
center of the digilal map, up 1o the robot sensor networks
which rety on a codified abstrac! of 1ne world 10 guide
them, rather than the truth on the ground: the map indeed
bacomes the temtory. Powerpoint default styles designed
o describe corporate visions are regroduced in the

NSA prism slides and tha US Army's famous “death by
powerpoint”, as tech carries ong workhiew over 10 another
sphere. Endless views of protest, repression, renvoll and
schism are framed not through the lens of critique, but

the lens of iPhores and iPads held aiofi: photlography,
unabie 1o see the network, photographs phetegraphy,

but in the gitches and unicode characters of printed
database commands and international shipping labels, an
underling structure is made visible, the horsemeat scandal
ol information systems. And ¢ on and s¢ forth; it's nat the
viriting that's hard, it's the thinking.

Tne New Assthetic is not superficial, it is not concerned
with beauty or surface texture. It i deegly engaged with
the politics and politicsalion of networked technolegy.
and seeks to expicre, catalogue, categonse, connect and
interrogate these things. Where many seem 10 read only
incoherence and illegibility, the New Asasthatic articulatas
the deep coherance and Muitoicity ol connections and
influerces of the network itsalf.

| believe that much of the weak commentary on the New
Asslhalic is a direct result of a weax techrological Iheracy
in the arts, and the critical discourse that gprings from It
It is also representatve of a far wider critical and popular
faiure 1o engage fully with technolegy inits construction,
operalion and affecl. Snce at least the Intreduction of the

VCR - parhaps the first tiuly domesticated compultationsl
object - 1l seems Ihare has bean a concerled, sockelal
re;ecton of technical understanding, wherein the atttude
that "I don't understand this and therefore don't like this
and tharefore | will not investigate this” is ascendant and
lauded. This atlitude manifests in the low-level Luddite
response to aimost every technical innovation,; in the
stigmatisaton of geex culture and interests, academic

and recreational; in the managerial culture of economi
governmant ~ and in the elevation of sleek, black-box
corporate-controlied objects, platforms and services,
from the iPhore to the SUV, over open-source, hackabie,
comprenensible and shareable alternatives. This wilhul
anti-technicabsm, which is a form of anti-intellectualism,
mirrors the presant cultural cbsession with nostalgia, relo
and vintage which was one of the spurs for the entire Naw
Aesthetic project; it is boring, and we reject il.

But il we don't maove the debate to a deeper level, nond of
this will change. These is a justified and rising opposition
to drone warfare and surveillance, which may or may nol
produce lasting poftical change; but even f successiul
this will only change the images and objects employed,
nol the modes of thinking. coupied to technological
mastery, which drive il. Wilhout a concerled eflor! 10 reee
the level of debate, we just loop over and over through
the same fetishisatiens and reifications, while tha real
business of the worid continues unexamined. Thoso

who cannot understand lechnology are doomed 10 be
consumed by it. (The idea that these ideas lack politios I8
especially laughable when you look at what's happening
in much of the art word, and most of the digital art workd
A young, post-raq genaration who have had all hope ol
political participation ketlled out of them, and are then
endlessly accused of apathy 1o boot. No wonder it's all
personal brancis, car cuiture, glossy gifs and facebook
perfermancas). Technolegy is political. Everything s
political. If you cannot perceive the poltics, the politics am
being done 1o you.

I strongly reject the notion that a manifesto s an
appropriate or "mora seqicus” fand thus worlhy) way 1o
address the issues under discussion here, as it would
represent precisely the kind of premature codification of
the subject that the New Aesthetic explicitly sets out 10
avoid, (While admitting, with respect 10 thal statement, all
the contradictions presented by this piece of wriling: where
the two accounts differ, trust the network and nol Lthis
gocument).

Chris HANDRAN, Fickr Fims 2013, dighal video, dglial photo frames, perspex.

In part, this unwilingnass to codify is a reproduction

of the network's own refusal (o be pinred down,
controlied, routed and channeated, which mus! be
considered cne of its core, inharent qualties. But

it is also born of a sincere deslre NGt 10 foreciose
discussion: the New Aesthetic may be censidered a
work, a conversation, & parformance, an expariment,
and a number of other things (although, please, not

a movement), This intention of keeping the field open
was, and perhaps remains, naive. Nevertheless, | flrmb
believe it is the way it has o be. Tha New Assthete

Is an appesl to, and &ct of confidence in, the network
itget!, in the systems and pecple that comprise it,

to loliow their own ideas and intuitons, educate
themselves and, outwith a higrarchical commentariat,
come 10 their own occnciusions. The onus is on the
reader 1o explore further, just as and because the cnus
is on the indiidual in a truly networked poltics. So why
is it important 10 critiqua the criticue as well? Because
we live in a world shaped and defined by computation,
and it is cne of the jobs of the cntic and the artist fo
draw atlention 1o the world as it truly is.

James Bridle

A version of this text was crignally published at
Boo<twe.org. June 2013,
htp:/bookivo.org/noteboct/new-aesthatic-poitics/

Chiara ESPOSITA. The Dveam of Fldng 2013, Colsst drons
+ viteo. Image courtesy Berrwd Uirich Wagner,
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