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The Trauma Machine:  

'ePos� ΖPPeUsiYe 
Technologies and the 

Politics of Simulation 

Orit Halpern

7Kis essa\ FUitiFall\ e[aPines diJital siPulation 
scenes or “demos” as a tool that is telling something 

aEout tKe tUutK oI tKe ZoUld ZitK tKe aiP oI PaNinJ it 
unstaEle. )olloZinJ )aUoFNiȇs taNe on ZaU tUauPa tKeU-

aSies tUeatinJ Sost�tUauPatiF stUess disoUdeU (P76') 
ZitK UesSonsiYe and iPPeUsiYe teFKnoloJies� it PaNes 
tKe eeFt oI a dePo on KuPan suEMeFtiYit\ aSSaU-

ent. )UoP tKeUe� tKe essa\ tUaFes tKe desiJn oI tKese 
teFKnoloJies EaFN to tKe ȴUst Yideo siPulation e[SeUi-
ments of the Architecture Machine Group at MIT in 

tKe ΄ΌΊs� tKe $sSen MoYie MaS� in ZKiFK UaFe and 
gender play a critical part in conditioning spectator-

sKiS. /ooNinJ at tKe Uole oI dePos in uUEan SlanninJ� 
the implications of this tool become fully visible.
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Immersion into Trauma

In his video installation Serious Games �΅΄΄�� ȴlmmaNer +arun )arocNi cuts 
onto four screens dierent scenarios ranging from recent Zars and Zar 
games. In the longest segment, entitled Immersion, we see a soldier undergo-
ing a therapy for post-traumatic stress disorder. He relives the memory of the 
killing of a fellow soldier during the Iraq war via virtual reality headgear. The 
uncanny feeling of these scenes is that the software used in the pre-battle 
training and tKe Sost�trauma treatment are striNingly similar �ȴg� ΄��

In its multi-screen architecture, the installation most strenuously insists on 
a disMuncture EetZeen tKe camera aSSaratus and tKe Kuman eye� 9ision� for 
)arocNi� is an actiYity Eeyond and outside of tKe Kuman suEMect� It is a Sroduct 
emerging from the realm of machines and apparatuses of capture, one that 
retroactiYely conditions and manufactures ȊKumanȋ Yision� At tKe limits of 
his analysis is the possibility that vision—at least in the human capacity to 
survey—is impossible, even as the ability of machines to record, store, memo-
riali]e� and reenact images Kas neYer Eeen greater� More critically� it Zould 
aSSear tKat macKinery is caSaEle of reZiring tKe Kuman Erain� :Kat )arocNi 
addresses is that our very vision and cognition are now thoroughly mediated. 
9ision Kas Eecome in many Zays mecKani]ed� SerKaSs eYen inhuman in being 
unaEle to recogni]e Kuman suEMectiYity� 

>)igure @ +arun )arocNi� Serious Games I–IV� ����

Within this moment of electronic repetition, where the soldier returns to a 
Sast trauma tKrougK tKe imSlantation of neZ memories� )arocNi sKoZs tKe 
nature of contemSorary mediums as aectiYe� SreemStiYe� and inKuman� 
Miming the logic of contemporary prolonged exposure therapies, trauma here 
is not created from a world external to the system, but actually generated, 
preemptively, from within the channel between the screens and the nervous 
system. 

In Srolonged e[Sosure tKeraSies� tKe same eect is Sroduced in a similar 
Zay: suerers of an[iety and trauma disorders are Ȋe[Sosed�ȋ most recently 
through virtual reality environments, to revisit moments in which the patient 
associated a Sarticular stimulus to a resSonse� As Marisa 5enee %randt maNes 
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clear in her work on virtual reality exposure, the function in these treatments 
is not to “relive” the past but to “revisit” it in order to recondition and disasso-
ciate tKe stimulus from tKe resSonse �%randt ΅΄Ά� �� TKis e[clusion of ȊreliY-
ing” is telling. The function of the therapeutic immersion in the videogame has 
no relationship to life narrative or stories, nor is it aligned to any teleological, 
historical, or memorial time. It is literally a repetition, a return visit that will be 
tKe same as tKe initial ȊYisitȋ in tKe Zar ]one� TKe literature is sSeciȴc on tKis 
point. Prolonged exposure therapy is behaviorist: it is grounded in the earlier 
twentieth century work of Pavlov on animal conditioning and is linked today to 
neurocKemical models of tKe Erain �9an(l]aNNer et al� ΅΄·� ΆȂ΄� *allistel and 
%alsam ΅΄·� ΄ΆΉȂ΄··��

The scholarship on traumatic and anxiety disorders has a curious relationship 
to repetition automatism in psychoanalysis, in that it vehemently insists on a 
model of tKe mind analogous SerKaSs to )reudȇs initial ruminations in Ȋ3ro-
Mect for a 6cientiȴc 3sycKologyȋ �΄ΌΈ�� :Kat maNes contemSorary tKeraSies 
dierent is tKat tKey neYer Sass tKrougK tKe conduits of egos or conscious-
ness. The brain is comprised of circuits of neurons that are now postulated 
as being chemically conditioned by stimuli. The point of therapy is to modify 
the responsiveness of the circuit at a neurochemical level and to rewire it. 
Prolonged exposure therapies are not based on talk and do not invoke notions 
of dialog or narrative. Within this model of the brain, the trauma is the result 
of a communication SroElem or conȵict EetZeen dierent regions or layers of 
the brain. 

As studies comSaring rat and Kuman resSonse demonstrate� tKe conditioning 
reȵe[es are Sresumed to result from amygdala� TKe amygdala is considered 
to be a “primitive” structure in the brain responsible for instinctual responses: 
tKe Ȋli]ardȋ Sart of tKe Erain� As tKe common Sarlance descriEing tKis struc-
ture demonstrates, the amygdala can also be considered a cross-species and 
therefore globally shared structure in the brain. The “non-human” and “glob-
allyȋ sKared Sart of tKe Erain conȵicts and cannot communicate seamlessly 
with the portions of cognitive reasoning and emotion. Scientists postulate 
that these conditions can happen very quickly and they may happen even at 
suE�neural and molecular leYels of Erain cells �*allistel and %alsam ΅΄·�� :Kat 
maNes contemSorary Sost�traumatic stress disorder �3T6'� interesting is tKat 
scientists speak about these impulses as open to computationally modeling. 
The idea of video based therapy is that the function of the screen is not to 
SroYide Kistorical memory� content� or meaning� Eut to simSly diYert tKe ȵoZ 
of signals and re�cKannel tKem into more SroductiYe ratKer tKen conȵicting 
circuits �*allistel and %alsam ΅΄·�� As 3asi 9ailiaKo �΅΄΅� Kas Erilliantly dem-
onstrated the screen, in such therapies, serves no anthropocentric or even 
representative function, but is a channel to network nervous impulses into 
new circuits of coordination with machines and media. 
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$ +istoU\ oI MaFKiniF 9ision
%eKind )arocNiȇs installation lurN serious Tuestions of ZKat it migKt mean to 
eYen Ȋseeȋ or ȊZitnessȋ tKe suering of otKers in our contemSorary age� :Kat 
are tKe conditions for YisiEility and legiEility ZitKin any Kistorical milieu"  %ut 
also: KoZ is one to face tKis neZ neuro�oStical aSSaratus" +oZ can critical 
practices intervene in this seemingly smooth multi-channel network where 
emotional pain, nervous stimulation, and visual perception are seamlessly 
integrated to condition Kuman Eeings" :Ken tKe Zorld is a demo� ZKat does it 
mean to encounter tKe reality of Kuman suering"

)arocNiȇs ȴlms� of course� sSeaN to a Yery long Kistory in critical media and ȴlm 
studies tKat Kas insisted on tKe disMuncture EetZeen tKe camera aSSaratus 
and tKe Kuman eye and mind �6ilYerman ΄ΌΌΉ: ΄΅ΈȂ΄Ά΄�� %ut )arocNi� in cleYerly 
recogni]ing tKe Yery sSeciȴc nature of digital and comSutational Zarfare� asNs 
about a machinic vision that goes beyond being capable of autonomously 
recording, and is gifted with powers of cognition, analysis, and simulation.

)arocNiȇs concern aEout seeing in tKe face of an aSSaratus for automating not 
only Yision Eut also cognition �Yery literally if Ze tKinN of reZiring minds to 
not suer or SreemStiYely suer trauma� sSeaNs to our Sresent� In tKis essay 
my SroSosal is to address tKe Tuestion of ZKat is Kistorically sSeciȴc to tKe 
contemporary forms of image making and to further ask how these practices 
inform future imaginaries and possibilities for both art and politics under 
conditions where both vision and trauma are increasingly automated and 
tecKnici]ed� If EotK )arocNi and neuroscientists stress a form of Yision ZKose 
ga]e is fundamentally irreduciEle to tKe Kuman Eody� tKen I argue tKis is also a 
particular historical statement. 

In this essay, I will address how machinic vision is constituted in our present, 
by retracing the history of immersive technologies and examining in particu-
lar tKe case of tKe AsSen MoYie MaS� and its Sredecessor SroMects� created 
Ey tKe ArcKitecture MacKine *rouS founded Ey 1icKolas 1egroSonte at MIT� 
TKe AsSen MoYie MaS is largely considered one of tKe ȴrst fully immersiYe� 
perhaps responsive environments, and is widely touted as the predecessor to 
eYerytKing from ȴrst Serson sKooter games to *oogle (artK� As Ze sKall see� 
tKe designers and scientiȴc tKeories tKat deYeloSed tKe AsSen MoYie MaS in 
΄ΌΊ Zere as insistent as )arocNi on aɝrming tKe inKuman nature of Yisual 
perception. 

Not surprisingly, race and gender play critical roles in conditioning spectator-
sKiS ZitKin tKis arcKitecture� TKe ArcKitecture MacKine *rouS SrototySed its 
conception of interactive and immersive media by engaging with race as a 
“demo” for the production of future responsive environments. In merging the 
reSresentation of race ZitK tKe science of macKines� tKe ȴnal eect is to insist 
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not only on the limits of human vision, but to produce new ideas of species 
and territories, literally linked through nervous stimulation and speculation: a 
new neuropolitical situation that goes beyond the original biopolitical formula-
tion of suEMect and SoSulation� 3oSulation� Kere� is not tKe target Eut ratKer 
the constituent of media. However, this is a population which is no longer 
comSrised of indiYidual suEMects Eut of units of attention and nerYous actions: 
ZKat� to cite 'eleu]e �΄ΌΌ�� Ze migKt laEel ȊdiYiduals�ȋ 

The Aspen Movie Map

ArguaEly one of tKe most imSortant models for tKe contemSorary resSonsiYe 
enYironments and Yirtual reality tKeraSies� liNe tKe one in )arocNiȇs Serious 
Games� is Kistorically tKe AsSen MoYie MaS �ȴg� ΅�� %uilt tKrougK tKe careful 
surYey of gyro�staEili]ed cameras tKat tooN an image eYery foot traYersed 
doZn tKe streets of tKe city of AsSen in &olorado� tKe AsSen MoYie MaS Zas 
a system ZorNing tKrougK laser discs� a comSuter screen and a MoysticN tKat 
allowed a user to traverse the space of the city at their leisure and speed. 

>)igure �@ TKe AsSen MoYie MaS� ArcKitecture MacKine *rouS at MIT� ���Ȃ���� KttSs:��ZZZ�

youtuEe�com�ZatcK"Y +f�/NTg;3M8�

TKe ȴlm Zas sKot EotK forZard and EacNZard� so one could naYigate in 
reYerse� and it Zas SossiEle also to Slace oEMects into tKe sSace� TKe eect� 
Negroponte said, was to have as many recorded images as possible so that to 
Sroduce a seamless e[Serience �MostafaYi ΅΄·�� 8Son looNing at tKe screen� 
tKe YieZer Zas EotK ȊtKereȋ in AsSen and ȊaEstractedȋ from AsSen� TKe suE-
Mect Zas EotK integrated into tKe sSace� ZKile simultaneously Eeing trained to 
naYigate sSace as maniSulaEle and scalaEle� TKe SerceStual ȴeld Zas Slastic 
in Eeing aEle to e[Sand temSorally and sSatially EotK tKe Eirdȇs eye YieZ and 
tKat from tKe ground� ArguaEly� naYigating tKese scales and Slanes Zas a neZ 
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form of perceptual training, while preserving older skills of orientation and 
command over space. 

2riginally tKe AsSen MoYie MaS Zas commissioned Ey tKe &yEernetics 'iYi-
sion of tKe 'efense AdYanced 5esearcK 3roMects Agency �'A53A� of tKe 86 
military. Inspired by the use of a simulated environment by the Israeli army in 
tKe rescue mission at tKe (nteEEe airSort in 8ganda in ΄ΌΊΉ� 'A53Aȇs Slan Zas 
not to Must Euild a faNe enYironment� Eut to simulate one ZitK tKe SurSose to 
pre-implant geographic knowledge and cognitive maps into soldiers before 
entering tKe real locale of comEat� )or AndreZ /iSSman� ZKo Zas tKe director 
of tKe SroMect� tKe main function of tKe AsSen MoYie MaS Kad� KoZeYer� no 
geographical purposes. Instead, it was solely about developing more interac-
tive environments and to try out the emerging technologies of video discs, 
high resolution storage and replay systems.�

TKe SroMect Zas not classiȴed as secret Ey 'A53A� ZKicK sSeaNs to a larger 
issue: (Yen as counter�terrorism and urEan Zarfare Kad Eecome a Sressing 
issue Ey tKe ΄ΌΉȇs� for instance ZitK tKe conȵicts in Algeria and 9ietnam� tKere 
Zas also a dierent Zar going on� TKe urEan riots of tKe late ΄ΌΉȇs sSarNed 
Ey Martin /utKer .ingȇs assassination� and tKe increasing tensions as ZKite 
Americans ȵed urEan areas� Kad SromSted a neZ discourse of ȊZarȋ and 
“crisis” in U.S. cities. 

+istorian -ennifer /igKt �΅Ά� Kas sKoZn tKat tKis discourse of Ȋcrisisȋ Zas 
coSroduced ZitK an inȵu[ of defense intellectuals leaYing tKe analysis of 
nuclear strategy to apply their research and cybernetic methods to the 
increasingly SroȴtaEle sector of urEan security and deYeloSment� %y tKe 
΄ΌΊȇs� KoZeYer� as AuErey AnaEle Kas argued� tKe urEan Ȋcrisisȋ Kad dis-
sipated or dissolved. It was replaced by a new Nixon administration invest-
ment in SriYati]ed solutions and a turn aZay from -oKnson eraȇs *reat 6ociety 
style Srograms� TKis SriYati]ation� sKe argues� refracts itself in tKe moYie 
maSȇs KySer�indiYiduali]ed mode of traYersing urEan sSace �AnaEle ΅΄΅� 
Έ΄΅ȂΈ΄·�� &ertainly� tKe moYie maS Zas Sart of a longer tradition at MIT of 
three decades of investment in behavioral and computational sciences within 
tKe scKools of Slanning and arcKitecture� As a result� Slanners from MIT did 
not answer even the original “crisis” with a turn to sociology or structural 
discourses� 5atKer tKey Kad long Eeen moEili]ing tKe tools of enYironmental 
psychology, communication theories, cognitive science, and computer science 
�+alSern ΅΄·� &KaSter ΅�� TKe AsSen MoYie MaS Zas tKe ȴrst resSonsiYe 
environment and a new way to negotiate space across the seeming ruins of 
modern urbanity. 

� I interYieZed 'r� AndreZ /iSSman on ΅Έ 1oYemEer ΅΄· at tKe MIT Media /aE� TKe EacN-
ground of tKe moYie maS in relationsKiS to 'A53A is also discussed Ey MicKael 1aimarN 
΅Ή�
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'ePo oU 'ie� PUelude
:Kat Kistorically distinguisKed tKe ArcKitecture MacKine *rouSȇs aSSroacK� 
was the lack of a vision of the future. If throughout the nineteenth and twen-
tieth century designers and urban planners from Le Corbusier to members of 
tKe %auKaus Kad Sroduced utoSian forms of urEan design� tKe ArcKitecture 
MacKine *rouS Kad a dierent metKodȃtKe demo� At MIT tKe focus Zas 
neYer on ȴnal outcomes Eut on Serformance and Srocess� 

TKis aSSroacK could Eest Ee summari]ed in tKe Ȋ'emo or 'ieȋ adage �tKat 
Zas Eorn at tKe MIT Media /aE�� TKe construction of simulations Zas Sart of 
a Srocess ZKereEy tKe enYironment and tKe user Zould Ee adMusted to one 
another, and eventually the simulation itself would be dispensed with. The 
Media Lab made the distinction between simulation and this “responsive 
architecture”� Ey designating eYerytKing a Ȋdemoȋ �6terN ΅΄·�� TKe Ȋdemoȋ is 
a test, a prototype, and as such neither a representation of the real world nor 
a ȴnali]ed reality in itself� It Kangs in an anticiSatory� or SreemStiYe time of 
anticipation for the next technical development. 

In a EooN Ey comSuter eYangelist 6teZart %rand �΄ΌΊ�� tKe Media /aE is 
described as a place where corporate sponsorship and creativity exist in 
perfect harmony. The lab is depicted as a “techno feast of goodies” to improve 
Kuman life ZitK SroMects sucK as Ȋ6cKool of tKe )uture�ȋ ȊToys of tKe )uture�ȋ 
and so fortK� TKis aSocrySKal Yision of tKe future� %rand argues� is not Eased 
on mythologies of knowledge or the academic way of life “publish or perish,” 
but rather grounded in a new vision of truth and prediction. 

In /aE Sarlance itȇs Ȋ'emo or 'ieȋȃmaNe tKe case for your idea ZitK an 
unfaked performance of it working at least once, or let somebody else 
at the equipment. . . . The focus is engineering and science rather than 
scKolarsKiS� inYention ratKer tKan studies� surYeys� or critiTues� �%rand 
΄ΌΊ� ·�� 

This idea of demo which is demonstrating the future direction of technology, 
and telling something about the truth of the world and what users need, was 
the particular mark of the lab. 

'ePo oU 'ie� Ζn %ostonȇs 6outK End
TKe Zorld Zas not� of course� alZays a demo� As Molly 6teenson �΅΄·� Kas 
sKoZn tKe ArcKitecture MacKine *rouSȇs eort Zas also to integrate comSut-
ing into arcKitecture� Initially� tKe ArcKitecture MacKine *rouS conceStuali]ed 
the human-machine interaction in terms of conversation and not immersive 

� TKe term ȊresSonsiYe arcKitectureȋ Zas coined Ey 1icKolas 1egroSonte and is noZ argu-
ably expanded in many schools of architecture and design to “responsive environment.”
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interaction. Models of language, translation, and representation predomi-
nated in conceiYing macKine and design learning� :Kile tKe ȴrst eorts at 
computer intelligence adhered to models put forth by Marvin Minsky and 
Samuel Papert, for instance, very quickly, having demonstrated the failure of 
sucK aSSroacKes� tKe ArcKitecture MacKine *rouS turned to more cyEernetic 
ideas, and to inverting the question for intelligent systems. Instead of asking 
whether machines could be made like people, they turned to asking how peo-
ple are machine like, or more correctly, perhaps how people can become part 
of machine systems.

Interestingly, in moving from machine to human intelligence, race was a criti-
cal conduit of Sassage� TKe ȴrst full�ȵedged demo of Kuman comSuter aided 
design run Ey tKe ArcKitecture MacKine *rouS Zas a series of Turing�insSired 
tests �also NnoZn as tKe +essdorfer ([Seriment� done on tenants in %ostonȇs 
tKen under�SriYileged neigKEorKood of tKe 6outK (nd� TKere� tKree African 
American men Zere recruited from a SuElic Kousing SroMect and asNed to tySe 
on a computer keyboard what their main concerns were regarding urban plan-
ning and neighborhood improvement, and what they wished urban planners 
and designers Zould taNe into account �ȴg� Ά��

>)igure �@ 1icKolas 1egroSonte� The Architecture Machine, 56. 

Importantly, the simulation was entirely fake. Computers, at the time, could 
not handle such sophisticated questions. The test was run through a human 
Eeing Kidden in anotKer room �loZer rigKt�Kand corner of image�� TKe Sar-
ticipants, however, were kept ignorant of this fact. One can read, therefore, 
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the whole test as an interface, a demo, of what a real computationally aided 
interaction would look like. What gives this demo force is that it is the perfor-
mance of a future ideal� %y e[tension� eYen if tKe tecKnology did not yet e[ist� 
the implication was that it should e[ist and must Ee Euilt� A SroMect tKat Zould 
come to SreoccuSy not only 1egroSonte Eut also entire ȴelds of comSuter sci-
ence and corporate research until today. 

In articulating this vision of the future, Negroponte said something vital, 
regularly repeated at the time by many human scientists and engineers, and 
evocative of the forms of changes in attitudes to race, population, and intel-
ligence that this new epistemology of the demo induced:

The three user-inhabitants said things to this machine they would prob-
ably not have said to another human, particularly a white planner or 
politician: to them the machine was not black, was not white, and surely 
Kad no SreMudices� � �  MacKines Zould monitor tKe SroSensity for cKange 
of tKe Eody Solitic� � � :Kat Zill remoYe tKese macKines from a Ȋ%raYe 
1eZ :orldȋ is tKat tKey Zill Ee aEle to �and must� searcK for tKe e[ceStion 
�in desire or need� tKe one in a million� In otKer Zords� ZKen tKe gener-
ali]ation matcKes tKe local desire� our omniSresent macKines Zill not Ee 
excited. It is when the particular varies from the group preferences that 
our macKine Zill react� not to tKZart it Eut to serYice it� �1egroSonte ΄ΌΊ� 
ΈΊ�

This is a new form of urban planning imagined as having no pre-ordained 
organi]ation and constantly groZing Ey seeNing to consume dierences or 
Yarieties into tKe system� TKis is a model tKat assumes tKat many dierent 
agents making minute decisions can, collectively, produce an intelligent or 
“smart” environment. This smartness can emerge without consciousness. 
Implicitly, therefore, Negroponte was also introducing a new idea of popula-
tion as a cloud or source for dierence� a ȊSroSensity for cKange�ȋ in Kis lan-
guage. This automation of emergence is key to understanding the place that 
responsive environments have within a broader political economy of globali-
]ation in our Sresent� :Kat systems liNe ȴnancial algoritKms and smart cities 
do is caSitali]e on cKange� on tKe unNnoZaEility� to use tKe ȴnancial adage: 
“the known unknowns” as the site for speculation or growth. 

While seemingly distant from any discussion of trauma, in the simulations of 
tKe ArcKitecture MacKine *rouS tKe race Zarfare of tKe 8nited 6tates Zas 
transformed into evidentiary examples for the necessity of computing. Situ-
ated ZitKin a moment of e[treme urEan crisis and Yiolence� tKe ArcKitecture 
MacKine *rouS attemSted to turn tKe e[ternal traumas of American racism 
and economic crisis into an interactive simulation and to advance computing 
as the solution to these structural problems. If social structures could not 
help—it was thought—the demo could. 
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'ePo oU 'ie� Ζn tKe &\EeUnetiF %o[
:Kile Eeginning ZitK Kumans� 1egroSonte and Kis ArcKitecture MacKine 
Group quickly turned away from conversations, interviews, and Turing tests to 
move towards immersive environments and a new frontier: art. They designed 
a micro�Zorld called 6((. �ȴg� ·� for tKe famous Software exhibition held at 
1eZ YorNȇs -eZisK Museum in ΄ΌΊ� TKe installation consisted of a small grouS 
of Mongolian desert gerEils �cKosen according to 1egroSonte for tKeir curios-
ity and inTuisitiYe nature�� ZKicK Zere tKen Slaced in an enYironment of clear 
plastic blocks that was constantly rearranged by a robotic arm. The basic con-
cept was that the mechanism would observe the interaction of the gerbils with 
tKeir KaEitat �tKe ElocNs�� and Zould gradually Ȋlearnȋ tKeir liYing Sreferences 
by observing their behavior. This “cybernetic machine” understood the world 
as an experiment, but also meant the introduction of cognitive and neuro-sci-
entiȴc models of intelligence into tKe enYironment� ASSarently� traumati]ing 
gerbils was a route to better computer-aided design. 

>)igure �@ 6oftZare: coYer of tKe e[KiEition catalogue� ���� &ourtesy of tKe -eZisK Meseum 

1eZ YorN�

)or 1egroSonte� ideas of macKine and Kuman intelligence Zere aEout conYer-
sation� A true macKine intelligence must not replicate human intelligence, he 
argued� )or 1egroSonte a true ȊarcKitecture macKineȋ Zould not Ee a modern 
machine serving human needs, but an integrated system that was based 
on a new type of environmental intelligence that is capable of sensing and 
responding to sensory inputs. His articles and books came down to a constel-
lation of theories about intelligence and complexity to argue that design had 
to become process, a “conversation” between two intelligent species—human 
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and macKineȃand not a linear cause�eect interaction�� “We are talking about 
a symbiosis that is a cohabitation of two intelligent species,” wrote Negro-
Sonte �΄ΌΊ: Ί�� 

This “conversation,” therefore, can no longer be thought of in terms of human 
language, bodies, or representation. Instead it is “behavioral” and “cybernetic.” 
:Kat Kad Eegun as eorts to enKance design Sractice� and tKen Eecame 
about introducing humans into circuits of machines, now abandoned the 
human entirely. Whether gerbils or people, the principle remained the same: 
Ȋ'emo or 'ieȋ� TKe Zorld rendered as a demonstration or a SrototySe� one 
ZKere deatK itself �in tKis case of tKe gerEils� is not a failure� or eYen a trauma� 
but the very rationale for increasing the penetration of computing into life.

This experiment in rethinking what was intelligence, or perhaps even life, 
unfortunately, went quite badly, or perhaps creatively, depending on the 
point of view. During the exhibition the museum almost went bankrupt, the 
macKine constantly ceased ZorNing �tKe SroElem Eeing in EotK softZare and 
KardZare�� tKe gerEils confused tKe comSuter and ended uS Eecoming aggres-
sive, attacking each other, and getting sick. Here we encounter the question 
of what it means to produce trauma from within a cybernetic system. No 
one thought to ask, or could ask, whether gerbils wish to live in a block built 
micro�Zorld �6KanNen ΄ΌΌ�� No one could ask, because conversations were 
noZ interactions and EeKaYiors� ZitKout translation� :Ken 1egroSonteȇs 
comSuteri]ed enYironment EroNe doZn at tKe -eZisK Museum� tKe art critic 
Thomas Hess wittily stated his position in an Art News editorial. He described 
the gerbils as covered in excrement and shadowed by the broken arms of 
tKe roEot� ȊArtists ZKo Eecome seriously engaged in tecKnological Srocesses 
might remember what happened to four charming gerbils,” he concluded 
�+ess ΄ΌΊ�� 1o matter� Ȋ'emo or 'ieȋ� 1oZ Tuite literally�  

'ePo oU 'ie� Ζn tKe Media 5ooP
Within a few years, Negroponte publishes his book Soft Architecture Machines 
�΄ΌΊΉ�� In tKis neZ Ȋsoftȋ Zorld� tKe actual comSuter disaSSears from sigKt 
and the environment itself connects to the user, who is immersed within. 
%otK SoSulations and enYironments are transformed into material mediums� 
What had started as a “conversation” and then became an experiment had 
now become environment. What had begun as a question of intelligence was 
now one of interaction: sensation, perception, and cognition becoming the 
dominant design concerns. 

� 1egroSonte and Kis colleagues dreamed of an ecology of constant feedEacN looSs of 
macKine Kuman interactions� one tKat eYolYed and cKanged� greZ Ȋintelligentȋ �΄ΌΊ: Ί��
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1egroSonteȇs neZ aSSroacK Zas centered around a neZ structure: tKe Media 
5oom� TKis room Kad TuadroSKonic sound� seamless ȵoor�to�ceiling disSlays� 
and a KardZare running tKe room tKat cost of feZ million dollars �MostafaYi 
΅΄·�� TKe Media 5oom Koused tKe aforementioned AsSen MoYie MaS �one of 
tKe laEȇs Sioneering SroMects� and it Zas one of tKe ȴrst tKree�dimensional dig-
itally mediated responsive environments ever built. There were no computers 
to be seen, as this was not envisioned as a model: it was supposed to be AsSen 
itself� As MicKael 1aimarN� an artist ZKo ZorNed on tKe SroMect� Kas Zritten:

AsSen� tKe SicturesTue mountain toZn in &olorado� is NnoZn for tZo 
processes, or “verbs,” relating to heritage and virtuality. One is to “movie-
maS�ȋ tKe Srocess of rigorously ȴlming SatK and turn seTuences to simu-
late interactive travel and to use as a spatial interface for a multimedia 
dataEase� TKe otKer is to ȊAsSeni]e�ȋ tKe Srocess Ey ZKicK a fragile cul-
tural ecosystem is disruSted Ey tourism and groZtK� �1aimarN ΅Ή�

One can extrapolate from this quote that the movie map is not a represen-
tation: it is an operation, a way to live, a way to be in the world. It is also a 
self�trauma inducing eYent� it ȊAsSeni]esȋ or disruSts ecologies� :KetKer 
disruStiYe or emergent� tKe arcKitects� designers� and engineers of tKis SroMect 
imagined it not as a room, or simply an interface, but as a “cultural system” 
and an entire ecology.

As one ZatcKes tKe ȴlm of tKe original demo� tKe Tuestions of race� urEani]a-
tion, war, and society fade into the calm embrace of interaction. Watching the 
Yideo of tKe SroMect taNen Ey tKe laE� one sees an indiYidual sloZly naYigating 
tKe sSace of AsSen� TKe ȴeld is analogous to a single sKooter game� Eut at tKe 
same time in tKe sNy Kangs an aEstract maS tKat oers tKe oEserYer a gloEal 
view of the scene. One is in the local and in the global at once. This is a user 
ZKo is no longer a suEMect� Eut SerKaSs� to cite 'eleu]e a ȊdiYidualȋȃcomSart-
mentali]ed into Sieces of information and attention� and Sart of a SoSulation 
now rendered as variations and “propensity for change.” In a move that antici-
pates contemporary trauma treatment, historical and contextual features of 
tKe image are used not to Sroduce aɝliation� nostalgia� or memory� Eut to 
reorgani]e tKe SerceStual ȴeld and attenuate it into tKe nerYous system� More 
critically, the individual here is both given a sense of control over the space 
while simultaneously being consumed into the network. The structural politics 
of both militarism and race war are rechanneled into interactivity. 

This returns me to the question of art, and the small sad gerbils, in their 
excessively responsive environment. The essential question that remains is: 
+oZ to encounter tKis demo� or test Eed� tKat Kas noZ Eecome our Zorld" 
+oZ to encounter dierence� comSle[ity� cKance� and SerKaSs eYen Sain and 
trauma" In an age ZKere cKance itself� tKe cKanges in tKe system� is tKe Yery 
site of automation, we must produce a politics, and criticality, of chance and 
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comSle[ity� %y canniEali]ing older structures of Yision and ga]e� tKe AsSen 
Movie Map obliterated the possibility of evidence and witnessing altogether. 
This could be the genealogical underpinning to what the anthropologist 
5osalind Morris Kas argued is tKe Ȋnarcissistic economyȋ of contemSorary 
Zarfare and torture �΅Ί�� 

Post-traumatic stress disorder therapies repeat this understanding. In 
prolonged exposure therapies with virtual reality, the function of the immer-
sive environment is posited as reconciling the automatic and conditioned 
responses, thought to emerge from the more “primitive” portions of the brain 
with the higher conscious moral and ethical functions. The therapy is an inver-
sion of SsycKoanalytic SrinciSles: 5atKer tKen Sass tKrougK tKe conduit of an 
encounter with the other in order to co-produce a reliving of the event and 
ZitK it a re�narratiYi]ation� tKere is no life� 2nly Sure communication ZitKout 
dierentiation� 

Conclusion

At tKe end of tKis essay� I Zant to return to )arocNiȇs Serious Games and 
the moment in which the soldier remembers the event of the killing of his 
comrade. The soldier narrates this event for about one and a half minutes, 
while we watch on a second screen the simulation, as seen through his eyes. 
He recalls driving down a road on a beautiful evening in the desert. While 
wearing the virtual reality headgear, he says to his therapist: “It was very 
quiet, and that had me worried.” On the other monitor we see the simulation: 
a road winding through sunset desert in beautiful orange and pink hues. He 
continues to narrate. Suddenly there is the sound of shooting, but he can see 
nothing. He only hears the noise of shooting. He stops. Then he says a missile 
is ȴred� A moment later Ze see tKrougK ȊKisȋ eyes tKe e[Slosion in front of tKe 
MeeS� +e e[claims and tKen Ze see Kim looN doZn� +e calmly announces tKat 
Ke tKen reali]es tKat Kis ȊEuddyȋ Zas Kit� 

:itKin tKis moment )arocNi returns to sometKing tKat I KaYe not fully dis-
cussed but is implicit in all analyses of preemption—mainly historicity. If there 
is one thing in the “Demos or Die” desire, it is the evacuation of historical tem-
Soralities: (acK demo is a tKing in itself� a Zorld only referential to its related 
demos. Instead in his Serious Games series� )arocNi recuSerates tKe Kistories 
of race� Yiolence� Zar� dierence� and se[ tKat are tKe neYer recogni]ed suE-
strate of our media systems. 

The installation Serious Games does tKis Ey creating a strange eect ZKere 
we hear the memory of the soldier in slight advance of our seeing through his 
eyes� :e are EotK alloZed into tKe mind and eye of tKis suEMect� ZKile simulta-
neously Eeing encouraged to YieZ Kim as dierent or otKer tKen tKe sSecta-
tor� :e are interSolated into emSatKy� ZitKout identiȴcation� TKe installation 
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continually asserts our encounter with psychic pain, a drama we can suddenly 
almost “see,” because the other forms of information have been made so 
repetitive. It is in this moment, in which we share memory out of sync with 
media ȵoZ� tKat Ze reali]e: Ze� too� are Eeing conditioned Ey tKis aSSaratus� 

)arocNi �΅·: ΄ΌΆ� once argued tKat Ȋreality Kas not yet Eegunȋ: it Kas not 
Eegun Eecause Ze cannot Zitness or e[Serience tKe deatK or suering of otK-
ers—whether animals or human—with love. In saying so, he awakens us to the 
fact that the demos of our digital and electronic media are not simulations, 
because there is no world to which they refer or replicate. What our demos 
do is remoYe our aEility to care� and insert our aEility to consume and analy]e 
data. 

It is to this condition that critical digital humanities and all forms of criticality 
and art making must reply. This comes from attempting to excavate the laten-
cies and ruptures within media systems, by attaching the relentless belief in 
real-time as the future, to recall that systems always entail an encounter with 
a radical “foreignness” or “alienness”—an incommensurability between per-
formance, futurity, and desire that becomes the radical potential for so many 
of our contemporary social movements, arts, and politics. It is our challenge 
in critical ZorN to unmoor tKe Sractice of tKe demo and reattacK it to dierent 
forms of time and experience that are not reactionary but imaginary. What 
)arocNiȇs installation does is to maNe eYeryEody reali]e tKe limits of Kuman 
Yision and recogni]e tKe imageȇs role in recruiting our aectiYe energies 
for Zar� or caSital� TKe goal of critical scKolarsKiS and artistic and scientiȴc 
practices is to make media unstable. To turn not to solving problems, but to 
imagining new worlds exceeding the demands of war and consumption that 
Nill signiȴcation� e[Serience� and time itself� 
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