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Discuss the blurring of self and other within the work of one or more 
visual art ists of your choosing 
 

 
Tediousphil ia  by Laia Abri l l ,  Screenshot from Lensculture interview, 
2015 
 
 
Word count, body only: 2619 +/- 
Word count: with quotes, headings, captions and footnotes 3228 +/- 
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Introduction 
 
 

Technology is changing the way human beings relate to the sign. Ever-developing 
theories, which inform technology, originate in the scientific community and in 
particular within quantum science. We interact with the results of these theories daily 
via our smart phones, computers and some advertising screens. We internalise 
actions prompted by our devices. We are embodying theory and technology; 
associated actions become employed as internal models of behaviour, which alters 
how we imagine concepts.  
 
In this essay I explore how the Digital Revolution (1950 - present)1 has led us to 
reconfigure our relationship with boundaries. Adjustments to the way we construct 
the imaginary lines, which we place around concepts have become tangible reality 
in our material lives.  Where does the boundary around “I” begin and end, and 
where do “you” exist in relation? Who is ultimately responsible – is individual 
responsibility even possible to identify? Boundaries are being questioned and re-
evaluated, and acknowledged as arbitrary, as science and technology communicate 
to us, often indirectly, new ways of understanding reality. By simply engaging with a 
computerised ‘flickering signifier’, its coded possibilities become embodied in the 
way we construct mental models. An inevitable consequence of this development is 
the blurring of self and other. 
 
The effects are profound and trigger questions which go far beyond what we expect 
from semiotic texts. Whether we are considering boundaries between life - death, 
public - private, self - other, right - wrong, our way of thinking about what it means 
to exist as our reality evolves is more and more influenced by our interaction with 
technology.  
 
 
  

                                                
1 See Appendix 2 
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1. Are we posthuman? Data, Information, Technology 
 
The computers we use daily, be they smart phones2, laptops, desktops or anything 
else driven by a chip, all contribute to a redefined ontology. Prior to looking at 
artists whose work explores these issues (even if indirectly), it will be useful to briefly 
cover Subjectivity, Fl ickering Signif iers, and Pattern and Randomness, all 
of which emerge from discourse surrounding technology and the sign.  
 

i. Subjectivity  
 
For the sake of clarity and an attempt at simplicity, it is helpful to think of 
information as a language3 used to describe the ‘stuff’ out of which 
everything emerges. The way information reacts with other information, and 
how these reactions continually inform and re-inform meaning has influenced 
how people think of subjectivity - and how critical it is to understanding 
meaning4. The changes are trickling through academia, in some places 
slightly more quickly than others. However, subjectivity has been an integral 
part of the discourse surrounding Information Theory, which underpins and 
informs the conventions we engage with in our day-to-day interactions with 
technology.  

 
i i .  Patterning & Randomness  Replaces Absence & Presence  
 
Raw information itself carries no meaning. Meaning occurs when information 
forms a relationship. As an analogy, consider the alphabet. A string of 
random letters does not make a sentence. Meaning emerges from the order 
of the letters and then words. Ordering letters into sense can be seen as 
creating a recognisable pattern. (Hayles, 1998) 
 
In Information Theory patterning leads to understandable meaning. 
However, randomness is also information but it exists outside of recognisable 
markers. Both, however are “bound together in a complex dialectic… each 
contributes to the flow of information through the system”. Noise can 
interfere with patterning and interrupts meaning as in the example image 
below. Hayles suggest that as we work with our screens, as advertisers rely 
on digital options more and more, we “instantiate” within our bodies, “the 
habitual patterns of movement that make pattern and randomness more real, 
more relevant, and more powerful than presence and absence.” (2008; 26)  
 

                                                
2 See Appendix 1 
3 Whether information is a language or actual ‘stuff’ is hotly debated and has not been resolved.  
4 See Macy Conferences where discourse was recorded – Appendix 5  
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Figure 2. Information is required to create a digital image. Noise disrupts the 
pattern here causing the glitch but there is still something there.  
 
iii. Fl ickering signif iers:  
 
“…information technologies operate within a realm in which the signifier is 
opened to a rich internal play of difference” resulting in the flickering 
signifier as opposed to fixed or floating signs. (2008;31) Hayles’ describes 
how changing font with a single click, or including hyperlinks on a webpage, 
having access to online menu systems which have an endless array of 
possibilities stacked up behind them, inserting images into a paragraph 
therefore shunting other information down, and having the ability to switch 
and move between screens, for example, all contribute to a changed and 
changing reality. This advanced way of relating to external signifiers, Hayles’ 
suggests, has been internalised in our collective psyche transforming how we 
imagine an object or an idea within the symbolic realm.  
 
 

Summary - Therefore, a posthuman may seem and in fact be entirely organic, 
without any digital enhancement attached or implanted, made from the original 
chain of evolving atoms5 they were born with, but one who nevertheless yields to 
“flickering signifiers” when they use computers of any description. A posthuman 
tends to think in terms of pattern and randomness rather than absence and 
presence. And she is more likely to have an inherent appreciation of the way 
meaning can be transformed by her interpretation. A posthuman is someone who 
has “access to binary code”, in other words, virtualality, leading to the enmeshment 
of machine and human via language. (Hayles, 2008;43)  

 
 

                                                
5 If we live to old age, by the time we die most of the atoms we were born with have been replaced  
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3. The Artist is Present, a performance by Marina Abramović ,  
2010  

 
One might argue Abramović’s The Artist is Present could not have been 
conceptualised at all before the Digital Revolution; before the theories described in 
the previous section underpinned how we interact with technology, affecting how 
we interact with each other, and therefore influencing how we think about presence. 
Here Abramović asks questions about the nature of presence as she replaces a self-
portrait, either a photograph or indeed a painting, with her live self. It may seem 
odd to be using this extremely pared down, non-digital performance in an essay 
about how the Digital Revolution has affected art and the reality it discusses. 
However, the interaction is a profound comment and examination of the reality we 
exist within. (And bear with me, as I will discuss photography in the next section) 
 

 
Marina Abramović is a performance artist known for pushing boundaries. “In 2010 at 
MoMA, Abramović engaged in an extended performance called, The Artist Is 
Present…Seated silently at a wooden table across from an empty chair, she waited 
as people took turns sitting in the chair and locking eyes with her. Over the course 
of nearly three months, for eight hours a day, she met the gaze of 1,000 strangers, 
many of whom were moved to tears.” (MoMA, 2010)  
 
 

 
Figure 3. Marina Abramović, The Artist is Present, 2010, Museum of Modern Art, 
New York, 9 March – 31 May 2010. Photo credit: Andrew Russeth, 2010, Creative 
Commons, Flickr 
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In related contextual writing one is usually led to consider the length of time of 
Abramović’s ‘run’, which was three months.  However, performers often work in 
gruelling ‘shows’ for many months and even years. Whilst one would not want to 
diminish the immense level of discipline, stamina and tenacity evident in 
Abramović’s work, it is worth analysing the actual engagement between artist and 
interactive collaborator - rather than focusing here on the spectacle afforded by the 
longevity of her run. That isn’t to say the element of time is irrelevant. If we 
understand our perception of time is physically constructed, then in a world that was 
in 2010 perceivably speeding up exponentially as social media6 began to really take 
off, Abramović’s daring invitation to simply sit and do very little else might even 
seem somewhat revolutionary within that particular setting7. Beyond anything 
further, it provides a powerful contrast to what is happening outside the gallery. But 
what, if anything, might take place inside?  
 
MoMA’s website quotes a visitor who said about his own engagement, “sitting with 
Marina Abramović as (is) “a transforming experience—it’s luminous, it’s uplifting, it 
has many layers, but it always comes back to being present, breathing, maintaining 
eye contact. It’s an amazing journey to be able to experience and participate in the 
piece.” (2010) Other participants cried, smiled, attempted to add elements by 
taking their clothes off, or dressing up in their own costumes. Some brought art to 
share with Abramović, who, with the help of MoMA’s security staff, insisted on the 
pared down version, stopping people from doing anything other than sitting. 
Improvisers and deviators from the script were blocked and ejected.  
 
Boundaries in the form of strict rules about sitting and appearing to do nothing else 
were upheld, in order to allow the boundaries between Abramović and her ever-
changing partners/collaborators/subjects to dissolve – out of which emerges the 
‘field’8, a space where the blurring between self and other becomes the only focus. 
The field is the work rather than Abramović on her own. This work was clearly and 
purposefully to be about the connection between subjects, one of which is the artist, 
and shows us how subjectivity has an immense impact on a deceptively simple 
event. The connections between Abramović and the other people opposite her on 
the chair, and let’s not forget the audience watching them, are distinct and each 
have their own ‘flavour’. Each engagement was utterly different, each episode 
created by two separate subjectivities, that of Abramović and any one of the 
thousands of partners she engaged with, including her ex-husband in one event 

                                                
6 Facebook started in 2004, Twitter in 2006 and Instagram 2010 (Google – 1/2/2018) 
7 Sitting and staring might be relatively been common in therapeutic exercises or acting classes 
between preparing performer, but not in an actual performance, and certainly not between performer 
and audience member 
8 The field in psychotherapy is the connection between therapist and client. “The idea of "the field" 
comes from that of the electrical or magnetic field, itself originally a metaphor. What happened to 
something placed in this force field is a function of the overall properties of the field taken as an 
interactive dynamic whole. The field as a whole is also changed as a result of the inclusion of 
something new (Parlett, 1991;2) 
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which was completely different to any of the others due to their history9. Each event 
emerges from the introduction of a new participant along with all their historical 
consciousness which informs the experience. Anyone who sat on the chairs, 
including Abramović, is both subject and artist in the moment.  
  
Abramović’s performance is called The Artist is Present, referencing a term that has 
a well-established tradition of being explored in art and philosophy from at least 
Aristotle onwards (Bell, n.d.). Kathryn Hayles in How We Became Posthuman asks 
what impact Information Theory has on the concept of absence and presence and 
suggests that randomness and pattern may now be more relevant when considering 
reality due to our constant interaction with screens. It is interesting to contemplate 
how this might affect our understanding of the processes that took place between 
Abramović and her participants where there is no screen; how we would relate to an 
empty chair which we knew she had once sat in, or indeed a photograph? Would 
she still be present in some form in the mind of the participant? Yes, is the answer. A 
post human understands that Abramović continues to be ‘present’ in some form 
even if there is no picture, no person, just the thought of her10. She is a sign, which 
flickers, presenting us with various levels of patterning dependant on whether she 
exists as a physical form, a photograph or a thought (and one day a hologram 
perhaps?).  
 
 
  

                                                
9 Abramović’s ex partner also sat opposite her and there are several online references to this meeting. 
Although it is of course an interesting and very moving episode it is beyond the scope of this essay 
where the main focus is on how people, even people who do not know each other share conscious 
experience and have begun to recognise (albeit unconsciously) that the boundaries we perceive may 
be more fluid than we once thought.   
10 An example of narrative exploring this thought process in current popular culture is evident in 
Disney’s Coco (2018) 
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4. Tediousphil ia  by Laia Abri l l  
 
As absence and presence become less of a relevance due to our interaction with 
technology, and as we head into a world where pattern & randomness influence our 
collective construction of reality, a blurring between self and other is reflected in 
changing expectations around notions of public and private. As with everything 
discussed in this essay, this phenomenon has not occurred overnight, or even in the 
wake of the internet, but rather represents a trend which has emerged over several 
decades.  
 

 
Figure 4. Tediousphilia by Laia Abrill, screenshot from Lensculture interview, 2015 
 
One might suggest the internet evolved in line with theories, which as discussed 
emerged from within branches of science, in order to give us opportunities to create 
the simulations we expect to live out. These expectations are understandable given 
we’ve had over a century of witnessing life lived on screens, in cinemas and then on 
televisions in our homes. Life itself isn’t tangible or considered real until we see it 
happening in an image, as a photograph or a film/video on a screen. The arrival of 
the internet has given everybody with access to it the ability to make their life 
‘definite’, something recognised as lived experience because it can be watched. 
 
Laia Abrill’s Tediousphil l ia is a multiple platform series which records and asks 
questions about couples who earn money by allowing online visitors to pay for the 
chance to watch them have sex via a webcam.  In an interview with Lensculture’s 
Alexandra Strecker, Abrill says, “In “normal” circumstances, I would have talked to 
them and explained my work—but then it would have been like every other project. 
The biggest part of this work was the fact that they’re sharing their privacy with me 
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— without my having to ask. This speaks to the Facebook generation. The kind of 
people who don’t give a shit whether you look at them eating, sleeping, scratching. 
In fact, they’re happy to share that stuff with the world.” (2015) 
 
She goes on to explain how the lack of boundary between her and the people 
whose live-recorded existences she’s included in the project (without their 
knowledge) is perhaps most shocking when nothing is taking place, more so than 
when they might be having sex. “Being paid to have sex on camera is somewhat 
normal, but everyday tasks? Very shocking. When I saw them sip from a Coke, there 
was no barrier between me and them…Really, it’s like walking down the street and 
unexpectedly seeing people in their bathroom. But it’s not as if I’m going inside 
someone’s house. This content is just out there…We’re sharing everything.” (2015)  
 
We are a society who have evolved to make simulations of the real in order to value 
it, to see it, to know it exists. In his essay on Simulacra and Simulations, 
Baudrillard writes, “It is no longer a question of imitation, nor of reduplication, nor 
even of parody. It is rather a question of substituting signs of the real for the real 
itself”. The lives of the people Abrill collects via their webcams have been made 
tangible and therefore in the eyes of an image conscious society (and perhaps 
themselves) ‘real’ because they’re online. It’s on a screen. It exists in the form of an 
image, digital in this case, and streamed into homes of people prepared to pay in 
order to see it. The economic implications of a society which drives people to sell 
their intimate moments in order to survive, and any moral questions one feels 
compelled to ask surrounding the sale of sex, are not exactly separate but are 
perhaps slightly less pressing than the phenomenon of life only judged ‘real’ when it 
is narrated via an image, moving or still, and subsequently seen.  
 
Western society’s complex relationship with sex risks distracting us from what I see 
as the salient point of this work which seems to be about our need for simulations to 
know we exist, and the subsequent dissolution of boundaries between self and 
other, between public and private, which emerge from the production of simulation. 
We should consider the way people feel compelled to share any details whatsoever 
online, never mind what has traditionally been most private and how this level of 
reproduced exteriority impacts us. This case is a heightened example, dramatized 
by its material, of a behaviour which most of us engage in in some way, even if not 
sexual. We might think about where else this behaviour manifests itself due to the 
trend for sharing a wide variety of news about who we are and what we think 
including intimate details, be they sexual, emotional, or intellectual. And why it 
might be thought of as immensely valuable when framed as middle to high art such 
as Elina Brotherus’ demonstrative images or judged inappropriate if the intimacy 
emerges from so-called low culture – reality TV, images smuggled out of prison, sex 
online.  
 
Tediousphil ia  is teeming with signs which signify online existence and point 
towards a posthuman world. Most notably the pixelated grid of a computer screen 
which shows up when photographed, and which adds to the peculiar and alienated 
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atmosphere one might expect from an alienated behaviour. How strange this visual 
digital mesh which looks like a barrier should prompt Abrill to say the boundaries 
between her and the people she watches are blurred and eroded.  
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Conclusion 

 
By focusing on Abramović, I suggest we are internalising the mathematical models 
which inform the computers we own and often cling to all day, and that even when it 
looks like there is no technology involved the questions we ask are about dissolving 
boundaries. Tediousphilia is a critique of the outcomes with more obvious signs of 
technology than Abramović – the blurring of boundaries between self and other, 
pivate and public realms. However, Abramović addresses issues of otherness 
without even a hint of fetishising the other. Both echo a growing concern for artists 
working today; where are the boundaries between selves and others, between 
objects, ideas, places, and around words?  Both are collaborations, which seems to 
have become fashionable this century11, perhaps prompted in part by trying to 
understand the effects which come from Information Theory underpinning the way 
we operate. 
 
As more people gain access to data, via their smartphones, desktops or advertising 
boards, humanity will for better or worse continue to be affected by these changes, 
and unless there is a catastrophe which leads to the destruction of all technology, 
there is no going back.  
  

                                                
11 When I began this essay this month’s British Journal Of Photography titled Getting to Know You: 
Community (March 2018) dropped through my letterbox. It explores a range of collaborative projects, 
and suggests an emerging paradigm where artists and subject are working together. As I ended my 
first draft I received an email titled The Future is a Collective Project from Space Studios (1 February 
2018). An MA has recently started in Coventry, which is aimed at extending and exploring collaborative 
practice One might wonder didn’t artist and subject always collaborate? We may not have called it a 
collaboration but if we look at the world through our developing posthuman lens then we might argue 
even the most hermit-like artist could not exist, never mind make work, without others in some form. 
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Appendix  
 
Appendix 1 
 
Paragraph deleted: Mobile Phones Data  
 
“The number of mobile phone users in the world is expected to pass the five billion 
mark by 2019. In 2016, an estimated 62.9 percent of the population worldwide 
already owned a mobile phone. The mobile phone penetration is forecasted to 
continue to grow, rounding up to 67 percent by 2019. China was predicted to have 
just over 1.4 billion mobile connections in 2017, while India was forecast to reach 
over one billion. By 2019, China is expected to reach almost 1.5 billion mobile 
connections and India almost 1.1 billion. 
 
Most of the mobile market growth can be attributed to the increasing popularity of 
smartphones. By 2014, around 38 percent of all mobile users were smartphone 
users. By 2018, this number is expected to reach over 50 percent. The number 
of smartphone users worldwide is expected to grow by one billion in a time span of 
five years, which means the number of smartphone users in the world is expected to 
reach 2.7 billion by 2019” ©Statista 2018  
 
Appendix 2 
 
Digital Revolution 
The Digital Revolution, which is reported to have begun at some point between 
1950 and 1970 and continues to this day (Wikipedia, 2018), is fundamentally 
changing the way human beings develop from before birth onwards, and how they 
view themselves as well as how they relate to others. Furthermore, it would be a 
mistake to assume it is only the western world being affected as the statistics 
relating to phone ownership show. In many places on the planet people with limited 
ownership of ‘things’ or even definitive citizenship do own phones - much to the 
disgust of some people who believe having one is a prize, which should be reserved 
only for those who can, in their view, afford one. It doesn’t take very much charitable 
thought to ponder instead, what sort of person alive today can afford not to own a 
digital device of some description.  
 
Appendix 3 
 
Information Theory 
Information theory studies the quantification, storage, 
and communication of information. It was originally proposed by Claude E. 
Shannon in 1948 to find fundamental limits on signal processing and communication 
operations such as data compression, in a landmark paper entitled "A Mathematical 
Theory of Communication" (Wikipedia, 2018) 
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Appendix 4 
 
Paragraph deleted: The current debate surrounding “The Information 
Processing Brain”  
 
All of this should come with a clarification – our brains are not computers. Scientists 
are not resolved about the way human brain function has been likened to computers 
(a hangover from discourse related to informatics/cybernetics). Robert Epstein, a 
senior research psychologist at the American Institute for Behavioral Research and 
Technology in California, says, “Our shoddy thinking about the brain has deep 
historical roots, but the invention of computers in the 1940s got us especially 
confused. For more than half a century now, psychologists, linguists, neuroscientists 
and other experts on human behaviour have been asserting that the human brain 
works like a computer.” (2016) But an academic called Luke Pendegrass whose blog 
appears in the search results (itself a pattern) reposts with, “Despite my own 
personal convictions, none of the arguments offered in ‘The Empty Brain’ (above) 
are actually problems for the defender of the IP thesis. The day may come when the 
IP thesis is replaced with a more accurate metaphor, or we may someday gain a new 
understanding of the mind that seems unimaginable now that precludes the IP 
thesis, but that day is not today. Don’t push DELETE just yet.” (Personal blog, 2016)  
If nothing else, the use of the word DELETE in his final thought underscores how our 
language and therefore our reality has integrated with computing theory. 
Structuralism theory suggests this fact should not be dismissed and I touch on this 
further along. Regardless of how we envisage the way our brains work, Hayles 
suggest that the “posthuman appears when computation” (33) dominates the basis 
of our existence.  
 
https://aeon.co/essays/your-brain-does-not-process-information-and-it-is-not-a-
computer 
http://lukependergrass.work/blog/the-information-processing-brain 
 
Appendix 5 
 
Macy Conferences 1941-1960 (From Wikipedia) 
 
“The Macy Conferences were a set of meetings of scholars from various 
disciplines held in New York under the direction of Frank Fremont-Smith at 
the Josiah Macy, Jr. Foundation starting in 1941 and ending in 1960. The explicit 
aim of the conferences was to promote meaningful communication across scientific 
disciplines,[1] and restore unity to science.[2] There were different sets of conferences 
designed to cover specific topics, for a total of 160 conferences over the 19 years 
this program was active;[3] the phrase "Macy conference" does not apply only to 
those on cybernetics, although it is sometimes used that way informally by those 
familiar only with that set of events. Disciplinary isolation within medicine was 
viewed as particularly problematic by the Macy Foundation, and given that their 
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mandate was to aid medical research, they decided to do something about it.[4] Thus 
other topics covered in different sets of conferences included: aging, adrenal cortex, 
biological antioxidants, blood clotting, blood pressure, connective tissues, infancy 
and childhood, liver injury, metabolic interrelations, nerve impulse, problems of 
consciousness, and renal function.[5]” 
 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Macy_conferences 
 
Reflection 
 
Demonstration of technical and Visual Ski l ls Materials, techniques, 
observational ski l ls,  visual awareness, design and composit ional ski l ls  
This version is rewritten following feedback and I have nothing to add as the 
questions relates to practical work anyway.  
 
Quality of Outcome  
 
Content, application of knowledge, presentation of work in a coherent 
manner, with discernment. Conceptualisation of thoughts, 
communication of ideas.  
 See above  - I’ve taken out so much I worry it lacks the central point however, 
hopefully it is clearer 
 
Demonstration of Creativity Imagination, experimentation, invention, 
Development of a personal voice.  
 
I think writing this essay has set a good grounding for A5 work and hope it will 
trigger all of the above in spades 
 
Context Reflection, research (evidenced in learning logs). Crit ical 
thinking (evidenced in crit ical review).  
 
Most of my blogs have pointed in the direction of the subject matter within this 
essay and hopefully that is obvious.  There some artists and reflection blogs since 
A3 but since this section is only the essay I have written less than usual (which may 
be a relief!)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


