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Consider two photographs by Trevor Paglen.  One is an image of 

the night sky taken with an exposure of a short duration. One sees the 

stars winking in the blackness, and a steak or two crossing the black. 

They are orbiting satellites. Another shows the sky photographed with 

a long exposure. The stars now appear to move in arcs, although of 

course it is the earth that is rotating, not the stars. Look closely and 

you can see some stars that don‟t move at all: satellites again. These 

are in geosynchronous orbit. The two photographs make visible two 

kinds of human intervention into the night sky: satellites that turn with 

the speed of the earth and satellites that move faster than the earth‟s 

turning. In both cases what makes this almost invisible thing visible is 

two other points of reference: the earth and the stars.  

 

The satellites Paglen is particularly interested in are „black‟ ones, 

used by military and intelligence agencies. In order to know when 

and where to point his camera to record them, he relies on the 

websites and listserves of a small band of amateur experts who take 

an interest in such things. Sometimes, he also turns his camera on the 

bases and restricted zones from which official power and knowledge 

manages such objects. Using lenses designed for the night sky, he 

photographs such bases from miles away. These photographs have a 

liminal quality both in terms of their legality, but also as 

representational images. Some are images more of the heat-haze 

than of the secret base. Some of Paglen‟s images are barely 

„representational‟ at all, such as when he images the radar waves 

that mark the electromagnetic borders of the United States.  

 

Some of the satellites Paglen records are used to manage remote 

surveillance and attack drones. These have cameras mounted in 

them, which allows their pilots to navigate them from the safety of 

their secret base in the Nevada desert. The video feed from the 

satellite back to Nevada is – curiously enough – not encrypted. Some 

of the satellites are quite old, and adding encryption adds latency, 

making the craft difficult to fly. With the help of a few discreet 

hackers, Paglen has managed to record some of this video feed. It is 

an eerie sight, watching the world from the point of view of a pilotless 

drone, as it wheels about in the air trying to get its bearings. 

 

Paglen‟s work can be viewed, among other things, within a quite 

canonic high modernist space that is interested in the outer limits of 

the visible. Impressionism, as T. J. Clark showed so well, was not just an 

empirics of the play of light and colour, but was a response above all 

to the technical and economic transformations of the landscape in a 

certain moment in the evolution of capitalism.  For instance, in 

Manet‟s Argenteuil, les canotiers (1874) a couple sit by the riverside, 

boats behind them, and in the background, the factories on the 

other shore if the river. The river is a very vivid blue, and is not quite as 

nature painted it. The color came from indigo dumped by a 

chemical factory upstream. Modernism, when it appears at its most 

formal, when it seems most concerned with its own materials and 

practice, is generally at the same time responding to the social 

transformation of its conditions of existence. In any case those formal 

concerns hardly  take place within an innocent media. Manet‟s 

colors are themselves in part of a product of a rapidly expanding 

chemical industry. 

 

Likewise with Paglen, one might ask: where to the lenses used to 

photograph things at such distances come from? From where comes 

this internet via which hobbyists all over the globe track black 

satellites? In short, there‟s a practice of rendering perceptible a world 

which in turn calls for a practice of thinking the new world now 

perceived. But are these practices reducible to art and philosophy? 

FROM HIGH MODERNISM TO LOW THEORY 



 V I L L A  G I L L E T  |  W A L L S  A N D  B R I D G E S  S E R I E S  

 

Perhaps not, if by art and philosophy we mean certain institutional 

regimes, housing certain discourses, which lay claim to be the sole 

inheritors and interpreters of a certain historical legacy. Indeed, if art 

and philosophy seek each other out these days it may be because 

they are no longer adequate to the task of accounting for the kind of 

world Paglen‟s images make manifest. There is no shortage of 

attempts to picture and describe such a world, to render them in a 

form that is legible within the worlds of art and philosophy. The more 

interesting task would be exactly the reverse: can art and philosophy 

be detected and encoded in this world that it seems only fitting to 

call paglenesque? 

 

The missing element, where both art and philosophy is concerned, 

is the problem of the materiality of their media. Of course, there is no 

shortage of descriptions of such a problem. But philosophers have 

only interpreted the media. The point, however, is to change it. Or if 

even that is too vast an ambition, then to show, by a kind of negative 

action, the nature of the gap between what is media and what it 

could become. Art is perhaps ahead of the game on this score, and 

so perhaps it is from certain avant gardes that hover around the 

edges of the art world that one might take certain cues. Media art, 

net.art and other allied practices abound in experiments in media 

form.  

 

It is not often that one sees work that manages to challenge all of 

the dimensions of the materiality of media that govern the logic of 

the sensible and the intelligible in our times. For instance, it is not 

enough to simply disrupt the smooth functioning of media regimes. 

The introduction of noise can have a salutary effect in revealing the 

contours of a particular technical regime. This was part of Adorno‟s 

position in Current of Music: that the most interesting thing about 

radio is the static.  Nor is it enough to play out minor variations on the 

dominant orders of the sign. Reversals of value, highlighting what is 

omitted from representation, and so on, has its place, but it tends to 

isolate the layer of the sign from the channel in which it is 

communicated.  

 

Perhaps the main oversight in attempts to experiment with media 

as form is to ignore what Marx and Engels call “the property 

question.”  What used to be called the culture industry could once be 

held to account for what it excluded, which was actually two things. 

One was the popular will defined in its own terms, as a self-

constituting will. The other was the aesthetic as the practice of the 

undoing of form from within. By a neat bit of cultural declension, 

relational aesthetics had it both ways: art and action meet within the 

space marked out, not so much by the artist as by the art market.  

 

To ask the property question has its precedents, of course. In the 

Phaedrus, Plato seems particularly troubled by the way the written 

word can circulate as an orphan in the world, without the protection 

of the one who „fathered‟ it. This is the beginnings of the problem of 

what Bernard Stiegler calls grammatization and that I call abstraction.  

It‟s the evolution of a distinctive kind of digital materiality, in which 

information comes to have an arbitrary relation to its material 

substratum. In the digital age, this relation becomes about as 

arbitrary as it can get. Any bit can be transposed from one material 

instance to another.  
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Moreover, it gets much easier to permutate the relations between 

the bits. The logic holding bits of information together is not so much a 

textual one of recording and citation, its an algorithmic one of the 

permutation of a value in relation to another via a script which 

prescribes when the permutation is done. In short, a kind of 

gamespace emerges. Its where your money is, fluctuating between 

algorithms. It is where the “war on terror” is being fought, by 

unmanned drones, piloted from the other side of the earth. 

 

Whatever the limits were to grasping the world through the word, 

perhaps that‟s no what defines the problem of logos any more. What 

if we were no longer a logocentric so much as a ludocentric 

civilization?  One defined by the play within the algorithm rather than 

between the words? What if the gift that troubled us was not writing 

but the algorithm? It is not that writing, the digital, grammatization is 

the undecidable pharmakon, it is that pharmakon is the algorithm, 

which decides perfectly where it ends every time, in complete 

indifference to anything outside of itself, in complete indifference to 

the world. The video feed from the pilotless drone, turning this way 

and that, trying to get its bearings, might not be a bad emblem. The 

drone is a probe from the algorithmic, looking for its bearings is the 

world, to search and destroy.  

 

How would one turn art and philosophy, or what remains of them, 

toward this algorithmic gamespace? They are of course hardly 

adequate to the task. The best one might hope for is a kind of 

negative action, what one might think of as the defining action of the 

avant-garde. A negative action is one that reveals the gap, the 

difference, between its own particular instance and the totality 

against which it hurls itself. It is in some respects opposite of the 

positivist conception of action which „makes a difference‟ in the 

world that is specific and local, if based on general ethical principles. 

Negative action takes aim at the totality, not something specific, but 

it does so from within the materiality of a particular action.  

 

Of course, philosophy is not a sovereign discourse in the 

Anglophone world to begin with, so the question might be different in 

such a context. The art markets and their attendant institutions are 

firmly anchored in the Anglophone context, but in place of 

philosophy we have instead a more nebulous realm that one might 

describe as high theory. It has been intermittently interested in the 

great philosophical traditions of France and Germany, but it rarely 

gets to call itself philosophy (except, of course, here at The New 

School).  

 

In any case, what one might be looking for is not a 

rapprochement of art with either philosophy or high theory, so much 

as the further articulation of what one might call low theory. This one 

might define as speculative discourse which draws on the results of 

art as experimental perception, which treats philosophy as a valid 

realm but only for the détournement of useful materials, which aims 

at the composition of perception and thought as a social force, and 

which experiments reflexively in the materiality of its own media in all 

of its levels, from content to form, including property form.  

 

Low theory was alive and well through the late twentieth century 

and even through the „winter years‟ of the late twentieth century. 

Whether it survives into the present is a topic for further investigation. It 
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lives so long as the avant garde practices which escape from high 

modernism flourish, and extend themselves towards forms of negative 

action in the world. The two together, low theory and negative 

action, are the best legacy of the futurists, dada, surrealism, the 

situationists, and fluxus. After that one has to look to instances not yet 

fully recuperated by art historical discourse, which is still working its 

way through the mid to late twentieth century. 

 

The project for our time, then, is this double displacement, of both 

art and philosophy, towards negative action and low theory 

respectively. In that double displacement one might find the thread 

of forms of perception and conception adequate to the early 

twenty-first century world. It‟s a world that can be rendered, as the 

Paglen images show, and even described. But those renderings and 

descriptions are more often than not transpositions from an emerging 

world back into residual institutions and their legacy code of past 

discourses. The challenge is to reverse the procedure, to détourn art 

and philosophy into the gamespace that has so imperfectly seized 

the totality of the existing world.  

 

 

 

 

  

   


