Who'’s in Charge Here? Creativity and control on the social web

This presentation explores ways in which social media algorithms, and in particular the digital
systems which comprise Instagram’s For You feed, are influencing visual language. It positions
digital spaces as non-neutral mechanisms of control exerting a recursive influence on
photography and wider visual culture. Through platform analysis and a practice-based process of
experimentation, it seeks to understand the impacts of algorithmic systems of (re)mediation on
contemporary photographic practices. Based on these findings, it assesses potential strategies of
response, from collusion to withdrawal, that return the power of visibility back to image makers.

Mobile phones and the social internet have transformed photography into a medium of exchange.
As Nathan Jurgenson observes, “an emerging perspective within media and photography studies
posits the social photo as more communication than professional art”!. This shift from broadcast
to interface2 was accompanied by a dramatic increase in the rate of production and ease of
consumption, both of which created the need for new mechanisms for mediation and moderation.
This need has largely been addressed by algorithms, which scan images and decipher their
content using comparisons against existing datasets in order to register and regulate thems3. Their
purposes range from generating engagement based on user preferences, to identifying brands
and messages in order to provide business intelligence, to detecting prohibited images such as
violence or pornography to ensure that platforms comply with national laws or internal rules.
Within these networks, images serve as placeholders, tokens of information traded between
parties whose interest is not what they show, but what they reveal.

Significant attention has been dedicated to understanding the technical and social functions of
algorithms; this presentation contributes an aesthetic and philosophical perspective. This analysis
helps artists to see how their work is being affected by the recursive feedback issued by these
machines and to make it easier to understand how to reply to them. Algorithmic content
distribution systems exert significant editorial influence across contemporary visual culture due to
their role in determining the visibility of digital media. It is challenging to decipher their actions
because, as commercial properties, their functions are deliberately obscured to protect the
interests of their owners4. But by studying the recursive impact of algorithms on the
phenomenology of photographic images?, it is possible to observe certain key aspects of how
creative practices navigate this new terrain, and its effect on the evolution of photography.

Through a survey of artist practices which interact with the ‘For You’ page, the research identifies
a number of archetypal modes of response to algorithmic control in which the photograph’s visual
layer, its “surface” rather than its “depth”¢, consciously acknowledges the presence of algorithmic
processes as participants in the photographic encounter. These responses range from
incorporation of algorithm-friendly information into images (the most common being so-called
“For the algorithm” images?), to choosing to withdraw entirely from public internet spaces except
when an outcome is fully prepared for distribution, as is the case in Dark Forest Theory (see
below). Based on this analysis, visual experiments aim to confirm the observed phenomena and
replicate their production in order to better understand the role of algorithms as participants in the
process of image creation. In doing so, this research positions Instagram’s ‘For You’ page as a
curatorial force within photography and proposes that the recursive turn in visual media is the
result of ad-hoc attempts to accommodate its influence.

The research concludes by asking how a future photographic practice might be able to
proactively prefigure the influence of algorithms to benefit from the positive potential of these
systems while retaining true creative independence and evading their control. In this, it explores
an emerging strand of digital culture theory known as Dark Forest Theory8, which adopts an
adversarial stance to the open Internet, choosing instead to inhabit stacks of private and semi-
private spaces in which audiences share common interests with makers, and algorithmic control
is minimal or non-existent. This offers a useful hypothetical in which the distinctions between
open and closed networks, and public and private spaces, can be compared and contrasted.
Overall the research aims to provide a series of potential guiding principles for photographers
seeking to engage intentionally with the social web.
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