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“…like centuries ago, we are still looking at a flat rectangular surface, existing in the 
space of  our body and acting as a window into another space. Whatever new era we may be 
entering today, we still have not left the era of  a screen.”

– Lev Manovich (1996). Archaeology of  a Computer Screen, NewMediaLogia

“Hermeneutical aesthetics seeks to break through the pleasurable distractions of  aesthetic 
consciousness in order to disclose the cultural and linguistic realities that manifest themselves 
within it. Hermeneutical aesthetics regards aesthetic appearance not as a distraction from 
the real but as the vehicle through which real subject matters reveal themselves.”

– Nicholas Davey (2008). “Gadamer’s Aesthetics”, In Edward N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford        
     Encyclopedia of  Philosophy

“As profoundly displaced as they are, McLuhan’s subjects are not cyborgs. Rather, it is 
through our technologies, argues McLuhan, that we encounter our humanity. Mediation is 
not “out there” but “in here”; not disembodied but embodied; not immaterial but material.”

– Richard Cavell (2008). McLuhan and the Body as Medium. In J. Hauser (Ed.), 
   Sk-interfaces: Exploding Borders – Creating Membranes in Art, Technology and Society

“The act of  stopping several times a day to observe what you’re feeling or thinking can 
become, after weeks and weeks, a sort of  philosophical act. It’s like the Greek dictum to 
“know thyself,” or the therapeutic concept of  mindfulness. (Indeed, the question that floats 
eternally at the top of  Twitter’s Web site — “What are you doing?” — can come to seem 
existentially freighted…) Having an audience can make the self-reflection even more acute, 
since, as my interviewees noted, they’re trying to describe their activities in a way that is 
not only accurate but also interesting to others…”

– Clive Thompson (2008). Brave New World of  Digital Intimacy. New York Times, Sept. 7/08.





“…the ‘social construction of the visual field’ has to be continuously replayed as 
the ‘visual construction of the social field,’ an  invisible screen or lattice-work of 
apparently unmediated figures that makes the effects of mediated images possible.” 

– W.J.T. Mitchell. (2002). Showing seeing: A critique of visual culture. In N. Mirzoeff 
(Ed.), 2002. The visual culture reader, 2nd ed.

 The term “working through” is derived from psychoanalysis and is known as the point of 

therapy when the subject realizes something relevant and feels a need to replay and reanalyze 

things continuously.  Freud coined the term, describing it as the boring part of the process from 

the analyst’s point of view as he states,  “this working-through of the resistances may in practice 

turn out to be an arduous task for the subject of the analysis and a trial of patience for the 

analyst” (Freud, 1899). Although not always the most enjoyable part of the therapy process, the 

act of working through is nevertheless crucial to a better understanding of the self and therefore, 

the self in relation to culture. 

 In philosophical writings, working through might be replaced with other phrases like working 

out. In “The Hermenutics of Seeing” (1999), Nicholas Davey describes the immediate manner in which 

we understand our state of being in the world by stating that it is not something we aim for, it is what we 

do. The author refers to the existential hermeunetics of Martin Heidegger, who is quoted saying: “In 

interpretation, understanding does not become something different. It becomes itself…Nor is 

interpretation the acquiring of information about what is understood: it is rather the working out of 

possibilities projected in understanding” (Heidegger, 1962, pp. 188-9). Davey applies Heidegger’s 

concept of hermeneutics to the act of seeing, arguing that hermeneutical aesthetics “does not entail a 

‘philosophy of art’ but a philosophical meditation upon what happens to us in our experience of art,” 

further stating that the experience of the visual includes a “complex dialogical achievement” between the 

image and the viewer. 
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 I am interested in this existential component of the dialogical process that occurs between the 

individual and that which is seen or experienced in visual culture, a process that incorporates a working 

through/out of both personal and collective identity in a technologically advanced contemporary society. 

Tom Mitchell states that visual culture can be understood as “the ‘visual construction of the social field,’ 

an invisible screen or lattice-work of apparently unmediated figures that makes the effects of mediated 

images possible” (Mitchell, 2002, p. 96). In this paper, I will attempt to make visible this relationship 

between the visual and the social field by examining the internet as a subject that is both reflective of and 

constructed by the social field – we are defining ourselves through this invisible, more specifically, virtual 

screen. I argue that this phenomenon can be understood as a dialogical and existential process in which 

we are driven to reveal ourselves through visual and textual means. Applying Davey’s understanding of 

hermeneutical aesthetics, this paper will explore what happens to us in our experience of the internet. 

Within what I consider to be just the beginning of a larger investigation into the internet’s ability to 

function as a place for meaningful discourse, this paper will address the following topics: the internet as a 

subject within visual culture studies, the structure of the screen through which we access the internet, the 

relationship between the internet and human body/self, and how it exists as a dialogical space for 

understanding ourselves. Towards the end of the paper I propose the internet be used as a pedagogical tool 

that allows for rethinking curriculum with an emphasis on critical dialogue. I then suggest that the internet  

is redefining the meaning of community – both topics intended to be explored more fully in future papers. 

The Internet: A Formation of/in Visual Culture

 The internet is experienced through a digital screen, essentially a relational or interactive object/

form, through which we access information that has been imported into virtual space for us to encounter. 

Responding to Serge Daney’s phrase “all form is a face looking at us,” Nicolas Bourriaud (2002) 

questions the state of a form that exists in dialogue, a form that is essentially relational. In theorizing his 

ideas pertaining to relational aesthetics, Bourriaud argues that forms only exist in an encounter or 

relationship, as it is our gaze that actually creates them. In observing contemporary art practices, he 

suggests that we discuss “formations” rather than “forms” stating, “form only exists in the encounter and 

2 



in the dynamic relationship enjoyed by an artistic proposition with other formations, artistic or 

otherwise” (Bourriaud, p. 21, 2002.) Bourriaud’s analysis of our experiences with contemporary art can 

be applied to our relationship to the internet, which can be thought of as a multidimensional formation 

connected to other formations within an ever-expanding digital visual culture. I will apply Bourriaud’s 

language and understanding of the word formation throughout my analysis of the internet as a subject in 

visual culture.

 If we are to understand the internet as a formation, should we understand it as visual even though 

it allows for interaction that is not limited to the visual? In “Visual Essentialism and the Object of Visual 

Culture” (2003), Bal challenges what she perceives to be an uncritical acceptance of new media defined 

as visual, arguing that, for example, the internet should not be considered as primarily visual: “Although 

it gives access to virtually unlimited quantities of images, the primary feature of this new medium is of a 

different order…Its hypertextual organization presents it primarily as a textual form” (Bal, 2003, p. 10). 

Bal makes this argument within the context of an article that sets out to challenge the visual essentialism 

of the object of visual culture studies, specific to its placement within the academic institution. Using the 

example of the internet, she describes how our classification of certain non-medium specific formations 

as visual prevents us from understanding them as objects of a new cultural (inter)discipline. She targets 

“art historians-turned-‘visual-culture’-enthusiasts” (aka Mirzoeff) as proponents of such unexamined 

assumptions as the desire to add innovation and a “cutting edge” to their field. In describing the object of 

domain of visual culture studies as that which is located between ‘visual’ and ‘culture,’ it is safe to say 

that Bal believes the internet is a deserving subject of visual culture studies. Yet considering the internet 

as a “new” cultural artifact, she argues that it should be described instead as ‘screen culture’ since its 

visuals are clearly distinct from the more durable images that exist in ‘print culture.’ 

 Although I agree that the internet can not be understood completely in terms of visual, I feel it is 

becoming a formation/ encounter/ experience primarily guided by visual aesthetics and that because of 

increasing advancements in digital technology, which stem from design usability, this primarily textual 

form is soon to be overpowered by the visual, aided in part by our growing dialogical relationship with its 

screen – I will discuss this point later on in this paper. As for its designation to ‘screen culture,’ the 
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proliferation of formations with digital screens, in addition to our increasing dependency on these 

formations, has skyrocketed since the publication of Bal’s article (particularly transportable handheld 

devices) suggesting that perhaps ‘screen culture’ plays a major role in our understanding of visual culture, 

thus should remain in the larger “epistemological district” (Guins et al, 2002) of visual culture studies.  

 In applying hermeneutical aesthetics to an understanding of our relationship with the internet, I 

am not suggesting an ideology necessary to a defined “movement” of visual culture (see Leech, 2003), 

rather I am appealing for a deconstruction of these ideologies through a critical analysis of the present 

state of internet culture. Davey writes, “Hermeneutical aesthetics seeks to break through the pleasurable 

distractions of aesthetic consciousness in order to disclose the cultural and linguistic realities that manifest  

themselves within it” (Davey, 2008). In Peter Leech’s response to Bal (2003), the author describes the 

meaning of Lyotard’s phrase “living historical situation” as the origin of the idea of ‘visual culture,’ which 

Lyotard viewed as the alternative to the ‘aesthetic experience’. Leech reflects on the philosophical 

meanings of this phrase, suggesting that it informs the particular kind of ideology of the sublime – 

particularly the “techno-sublime” termed by Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe, – which he feels characterizes current 

beliefs of visual culture. Leech reiterates Bal’s desire for visual culture studies to critically analyse the 

master narratives that are presented as inevitable and true, calling for self-reflection as a necessary 

element – an element which he feels is not being imposed in an obvious manner, particular when we are 

critical of ‘the present’. Hermeneutical aesthetics allows us to incorporate self-reflection and break 

through aesthetic consciousness, while acknowledging the present’s connection to the past. In positioning 

the hermeneutics of the internet as a continued study of the screen within visual culture, we can 

participate in a critical analysis that incorporates an existential component to our understanding of current 

digital technologies.

The Internet: A Split/Extension of the Body/Self

 In “Archeology of a Computer Screen” (1996), Manovich positions the computer screen within 

the history of visual culture of the modern period by describing the “split” or separation between the 

human body as an ever-present “frame,” stating “…like centuries ago, we are still looking at a flat 
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rectangular surface, existing in the space of our body and acting as a window into another space. 

Whatever new era we may be entering today, we still have not left the era of a screen” (Manovich, 1996, 

The Screen and The Body, last para.). Manovich argues that this “split” between the body and form/

object, the existence of another virtual space or another three-dimensional world enclosed by a frame, is 

similar to a painting, writing that even the proportions have not changed in five centuries. Both Manovich 

(1996) and Bourriaud (2002) reference Barthes’ concept of the screen being an all-encompassing concept 

that spans painting, film, television, radar and computer display, defining it as a reality “cut” by the 

rectangle of a screen: “a pure cut-out segment with clearly defined edges…everything that surrounds it is 

banished into nothingness…while everything that it admits within its field is promoted into essence, into 

light, into view” (Barthes, 1977, p. 69-70). Manovich discusses the technology VR (virtual reality) and 

how, on one hand, it breaks with this tradition of the screen as it involves the physical movement of the 

viewer/user yet, at the same time, VR imprisons the body even more as the technology is attached to the 

body in space (e.g. camera attached to head). Perhaps at the time this article was written, the potential for 

VR to impact visual culture was a concept embraced by leading media theorists, however, the state of 

visual culture today shows that the screen continues to function as the entry point to these virtual spaces, 

as is evident with handheld mobile devices that enable wireless connection to the internet. 

 A challenge to this perception of our relationship to the computer (and the internet) as a 

disembodied “split” can be found in the writings of Marshall McLuhan, who argued that we need to 

recognize that technology is in fact an extension of the human body, an extension of ourselves (McLuhan, 

1969, The Playboy Interview). In an interview in 1969, McLuhan is quoted as saying,

“….Understanding is half the battle. The central purpose of all my work is to convey 
this message, that by understanding media as they extend man, we gain a measure of 
control over them. And this is a vital task, because the immediate interface between 
audile-tactile and visual perception is taking place everywhere around us. No civilian 
can escape this environmental blitzkrieg, for there is, quite literally, no place to hide” 
(McLuhan, 1969).

Richard Cavell (2008) has brought McLuhan’s argument into contemporary discourse by writing about 

his interests in “biomedia,” elaborating on McLuhan’s notions of technology not only being an extension 

of the human but being human, stating: “McLuhan…was arguing that…technology is the pre-condition of 
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thought insofar as it is the pre-condition of being, at which point technology and “being human” collapse 

into each other” (Cavell, 2008, Section 1, para. 4). In applying this theory to digital communication 

systems in contemporary visual culture, Cavell reiterates what I feel to be a significant point to consider 

from McLuhan’s often undervalued theories: “In any communication, it is the sender who is 

sent” (Cavell, 2008, Section 3, para. 3). I propose that if it is ourselves who are actually being transmitted 

in our encounters with technology, more specifically within the formation of the internet, we need to 

recognize ourselves and consider our reflection through dialogical methods. In a lecture Cavell gave at the 

University of British Columbia in March of this year, he discussed our tendency to see the reflection of 

ourselves without fully realizing that we are located in this reflection – using the example of the Greek 

hero Narcissus who fell in love with his reflection without realizing it was his own. This statement made 

me think about the relationship we currently have with social networking sites, such as Facebook and 

Twitter, and the increased level of fascination with seeing ourselves on screen. Perhaps as a society we are 

fascinated with digital technologies without really understanding how they are a representation, or using 

McLuhan’s word ‘extension’, of ourselves. As researchers and educators, we need to know how this 

networking technology can be used to facilitate meaningful dialogue. In visual culture studies, the internet 

can provide a valuable tool for observing the relationship between the visual and society, however, I 

suggest this dialogue also be incorporated into curriculum within academic institutions. I will discuss the 

internet’s potential as a pedagogical tool for critical dialogue as I describe the current visual interface of 

the internet below.

The Internet: An Aesthetic Experience

 The internet is indeed a hypertextual medium (Bal, 2003) but its interface, or appearance of its 

screen, is now much more image (and sound) based. Greenzweig (2006) discusses the impact of 

aesthetics on the usability of information design, suggesting that the experience of current information 

structures is as much aesthetic as viewing a painting, experiencing a play, listening to a piece of music, or 

reading a poem. Citing John Dewey’s Art as Experience, Greenzweig discusses the internet website as a 

composed experience with a beginning and end, arguing that it can be an aesthetic experience rather than 

6 



purely technical and practical (Greenzweig, 2006). The screen in which the internet is accessed is 

structured in terms of visual composition, contrasting colour and shapes, and an overall system of 

organization that differs from traditional textual layouts, such as the printed page of book designs.  

Burnett writes in How Images Think (2004), “Interface design and interface experience are driven by 

aesthetic choices at all levels from shape and form to colour and look. Interfaces are about visualizing use 

and learning from communities of interactors” (Burnett, 2004, p. 164). 

 A hermeneutical approach to our experience with websites allows us to consider the “formal” 

qualities of the screen image and the role this plays within the encounter between the body and screen. 

Good designers are taught to consider the screen in the same way they would a traditional canvas, 

employing basic elements and principles of composition and form, however, they are also being taught to 

consider the viewer/user’s navigation of textual and visual information on the screen. Strategies are 

applied to ease the amount of information the viewer/user is required to absorb during this encounter, 

such as colour coding, in the attempt to increase relational meaning achieved. In online courses I have 

designed since 2005, I pay particular attention to the student’s overall aesthetic experience of the learning 

environment, in addition to the layout of the content of the course. The visual arrangement not only sets a 

tone for the course – content 

pertaining to the 

understanding of art, design, 

and visual culture –but also 

guides the viewer through the 

multiple pages or “rooms” of 

the non-linear online 

classroom environment. The 

visual experience of a website 

can either invite or deter 

participation in the textual 

and/or verbal component of 
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the experience. I have noticed this while researching several social networking sites, in which some 

designs (e.g. www.vimeo.com - a site for sharing and discussing videos) navigate the user/viewer quickly 

to the areas of the site they are to interact with, through choice of layout and colour, while others risk 

having their viewers/users move on to the next website due to visual confusion. The visual design of 

internet spaces can contribute to the level of dialogue between participants, in terms of how the content 

has been arranged on the screen and the ability to use images and/or video within the actual 

communication process. The images in this section of the paper are provided to give some context, 

however, a more detailed analysis will be explored in a separate paper. (See http://www.ecuad.ca/~mayh/

teaching_etug_moodle.html for more visual and textual examples)

 Throughout the duration of this ARTE 565 course, an online discussion forum was initiated as a 

tool for communication between instructor and students, and for the opportunity to expand on dialogue 

that emerged in class. This particular social networking website (www.ning.com) consists of a simple 

visual design that  does not overwhelm the viewer/user with too much information that might distract 

them from navigating through the course dialogue. The website is designed for incorporating links to 

external resources, uploading of text and image documents, and viewing of compressed video, through a 

visual and technical structure that allows one to do all of this within one forum. Compared to other 

internet formations designed for group communication (e.g. www.groups.google.com), this particular site, 

which has been influenced by the design of other social networking sites such as Facebook, works to 

simplify the viewer/user’s navigation resulting in more communication and dialogue amongst group 
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members. I will not delve into all of the specifics of these websites, however, one important feature that 

assists in the dialogical experience within these online forums is their ability to archive all of the 

combined textual and visual communication that occurs. Another significant aspect of some current social 

networking sites is the potential for the creation of communities in which connections are formed between 

people with similar interests. As the technology continues to advance quickly, so does the capability for 

more and more dialogue to occur, dialogue that is accompanied with visuals. Perhaps this growing 

presence of the visual within online communication will have on affect on our understanding of 

community in an age of digital technology.

The Internet: A Dialogical Experience of the Self/Other

 Rather than discussing the possible change in meaning of community in relation to internet 

culture, the last section of this paper focuses on the self . By examining the individual’s relationship with 
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the internet, we might be better informed to understand the self’s relationship with a larger internet 

community. How are we to understand the self when confronted with a virtual existence that is public yet 

private at the same time?  How does this dialogue between the self and the virtual space occur? And does 

interacting with the internet help us understand ourselves and/or our existence in visual culture?

 Bourriaud (2002) examines the dialogue that takes place in a formation (viewer and form) within 

his theory of relational aesthetics. Using the phrase “co-existence criterion,” he argues that there is a 

question we are entitled to ask in front of any aesthetic production: “Does this work permit me to enter 

into dialogue? Could I exist, and how, in the space it defines?” (Bourriaud, p. 109, 2002) If we accept the 

internet as an aesthetic production, or formation, which now encourages dialogue and participation, how 

can we use it in a productive way that will allow us to understand ourselves? Social network websites 

have increased our connections with others, but are we learning about ourselves as a society or as 

individuals? Clive Thompson (2008) has written a series of newspaper columns about this very question 

and has noted that there is a “new kind of intimacy” observed on the internet, which he describes as an 

“acute form of self-reflection.” Thompson interviewed people who interact with these technologies on a 

daily basis in addition to becoming a user himself, and writes:

 “The act of stopping several times a day to observe what you’re feeling or thinking can 
become, after weeks and weeks, a sort of philosophical act. It’s like the Greek dictum to 
“know thyself,” or the therapeutic concept of mindfulness…Having an audience can make 
the self-reflection even more acute, since, as my interviewees noted, they’re trying to describe 
their activities in a way that is not only accurate but also interesting to others…” 
(Thompson, 2008)

Literary theorist, Mikhail Bakhtin believed that one’s self emerges in relation to others, more specifically 

through dialogue. In his article “Task of the Teaching Life: Self though Bakhtinian Dialogue and 

 Ideological Engagement,” (2004) Douglas McKnight describes Bakhtin’s view of dialogue as part of 

a structure “within and through which we come to consciousness” and through which we give 

meaning to our existence and begin to understand our connection to others: “From a Bakhtinian 

sense, dialogue is the relation between: one’s self, a particular ideology within one’s self and a 

piece of media that puts forth a different ideology, and an individual and the institutional 

discourse that govern him or her” (McKnight, 2004, p. 284). Bakhtin believed that dialogue may 
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be external, between two different people, or internal, between an earlier and later self (Bakhtin, 

1981). Our current fascination, some might say obsession, with daily text/image updates to social 

networking websites can perhaps be understood when considered within a Bakhtinian conception 

of the self, a self that emerges through the process of dialogue. And if one incorporates Freud’s 

theory of working through into the mix, the contemporary “networked” self starts to become 

clearer. With this in mind, we can consider the invention of the “blog” for instance, (a 

contraction of the term weblog) which has no evolved into the form of a digital photo diary, as 

the self’s way of working through ideas and feelings in an effort to connect to others. It could 

also explain the therapy-like wording of the questions to which the networked self is confronted 

with as they update their status online: What’s on your mind? (www.facebook.com), What are 

you thinking? (www.twitter.com). The theories proposed in this paper are obviously a clear 

response to McLuhan’s understanding of technology as a real extension of our human selves. 

 This paper marks the beginning of an investigative journey into the reflective screen of the internet 

and its existence within contemporary visual culture, an existence based on a dialogical relationship with 

ourselves. In Seeing Things: Television in the Age of Uncertainty (2000), Ellis adopts the phrase working 

through within his analysis of the way in which television “uses” its information.  Ellis states that within 

contemporary television there is a reworking of imagery and content that we have already been witness 

to.  He writes of how the medium constantly makes and remakes meanings:  “Television attempts 

definitions, tries out explanations, creates narratives, talks over, makes intelligible, tries to marginalize, 

harnesses speculation, tries to make fit, and, very occasionally, anathemizes” (p. 79). The Freudian phrase 

has also been applied to the individual’s process of watching TV, describing one’s relationship with the 

moving imagery on the screen (May, 2001). Perhaps we can now extend this understanding of the 

television to the televisual aesthetics of the internet. Inspired by the idea that visual culture is “a repertoire 
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of screen images or templates that structure our encounters with other human beings,” (Mitchell, 2002) 

perhaps we can also understand the internet to be exemplary  of Mitchell’s “go-between.” I will end with 

a question for you to think about -- Are we working through ourselves on the internet or is the internet 

working through itself through us?
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