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How do the types of mask and masking that emerge and proliferate in the 21st-century 

media ecologies relate to the specific political and techno-aesthetic conditions that 

characterise this age of connectivity? I address this question by looking at two different 

functions of the mask that have been discussed separately: facilitation of disguise and of 

inhabitability. The former is epitomised by the balaclava of the activist, the latter by the 

protective mask of the physician. My main argument is that these seemingly disparate 

functions can both be discussed as immunitary capacities. The concept of immunity 

here is drawn predominantly from the writings of (bio)political philosopher Roberto 

Esposito. The project accentuates the multiple uses, functions and forms of the mask 

and what this multiplicity opens up by allowing us to think about the tensions between 

absence and presence, image and embodiment, inhabitability and uninhabitability, 

contagion and immunity. The significance of the mask, in this research, pertains to its 

liminality and its ability to negotiate these dualities. The project investigates the mask 

as image, medium and technique. That is, the mask is understood as a symbol, a 

material artefact and a technology. One of the key references for this taxonomy is 

German art historian Hans Belting’s theorisation of the triad of image, medium and 

body in the book, An Anthropology of Images. I discuss the processes of mask and 

masking through the media theoretical conceptualisation of ‘cultural techniques,’ of 

which Bernhard Siegert and Thomas Macho are central theorists.  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1. Introduction (Project Overview)  

 

How do the types of mask and masking that emerge and proliferate in the 21st century 

media ecologies relate to the specific political and techno-aesthetic conditions that 

characterise this age? This project investigates the processes through which particular 

masks emerge by considering their particular materialities, geographies and conditions. 

The mask is multiple in its uses, functions and forms. It also opens up the multiplicity of 

the contemporary moment by letting us think about the tensions between absence and 

presence, image and embodiment, inhabitability and uninhabitability, contagion and 

immunity. In other words, the significance of the mask pertains to its liminality and its 

ability to negotiate these dualities in the scope of this research. 

The mask is understood in different contexts as a technique / technology, a 

material medium or an image – sometimes a combination of these, and mostly all at the 

same time to varying degrees – which relates to how political bodies are produced 

throughout modernity and in the present. It relies on a form of contagion or circulation, 

fig.1.1 TIME Magazine 2011: Person Of The 
Year, December 26, 2011. Cover Credit: Shepard 

Fairey for TIME.

fig.1.2 TIME Magazine 2014: Person Of The 
Year, December 22, 2014. Photograph by Jackie 

Nickerson for TIME.
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which today often exceeds the biological contexts and spills into interrelated questions 

about the visibility of the face and the transmissibility of identity and identification. 

What I will be discussing in this project is how the mask serves as a technique that 

performs and generates conceptual and material differentiations central to inclusion and 

exclusion in contemporary politics that structure the everyday. These boundaries, both 

crossed and maintained by the mask, require a kind of permeability that involves an 

interplay of danger and protection of life at stake with masking in ways that are often 

articulated to specific contexts.  

I examine a range of masks that appear in various contexts that ultimately 

proliferate under the condition of global connectivity.  This issue not only informs the 1

technological condition within which 21st century subjects find themselves, but also 

undergirds the contemporary aesthetics of circulation. In other words, the connectivity 

is important not just in its infrastructural context, but also what gets propagated through 

those infrastructures. I argue that what contemporary techniques of the mask and 

masking share is that they all emerge in the context of certain dangers posed to life (and 

ways of life) of various temporal, spatial and / or structural orders. Masks are discussed 

as the means through which certain protective (immunological) capacities distribute 

themselves and / or get distributed over bodies that vary in correlation with the threats 

they nullify.  For example, the balaclava of the militant supplies them with an 2

exemption from juridical subjection by rendering improbable personal association with 

unlawful activity by disabling technologies of biometric identification (Gates 2011). On 

the other hand, the gas mask of the citizen renders the polluted air breathable again on 

their way to work in the polluted metropolis (Nixon 2011). I argue that both of these 

uses are of immunising quality as they (often partially) protect the person who dons a 

mask from specific dangers.  

The masked face of the protestor occupied one of the focal points of visual 

culture in 2011 when it was featured on the cover of the ‘Person of the Year’ edition of 

Time magazine (fig.1.1). With the subheading ‘from the Arab Spring to Athens, from 

 For a comprehensive account on the historical emergence of forms of networked connectivity, 1

from rail to information networks, see: Bollmer (2016) Inhuman Networks. 

 In the 2011 book Immunitas, Esposito maps the immunitary capacities operative in contemporary 2

politics, on the level of individual and collective alike. 
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Occupy Wall Street to Moscow,’ the choice acknowledged the presences of masks in 

emerging uprisings around the globe that have only multiplied in quantity and diversity 

since this cover appeared. Movements around the world employ masks in varying 

degrees for their activities: those associated with the Arab Spring, the Occupy 

movement, the #BlackLivesMatter movement, the Gezi uprising, the anti-austerity and 

anti-globalisation movements, and the ecological movement, along with queer and 

feminist groups. The presence of masks, hence, not only exceeds specific geographic 

contexts but also the political causes around which people mobilise. Masks are used as a 

means of obfuscation and concealment that enables resistance and opposition to the 

political adversaries of the wearers. Further, the mask’s capacity to visually render 

different people a group needs to be noted in the scope of their key symbolic value. But 

I am also interested in its immunological capacity, beyond the symbolic one, which in 

these cases is often a political or a legal immunity – that is, how it enables the presence 

of bodies together whilst protecting them from legal or societal consequences that the 

recording of their individual identities may bring about. The political uses of the mask 

and masking, as such, constitute one of the edges I will explore in this study, as they 

partly define its current life both on the streets and in front of screens.  

It took just three years for a portrait of a masked face to occupy the same cover 

again (fig.1.2). This time, however, in another context, which signifies a different use. 

For the year 2014, e‘the Ebola fighters’ were chosen as the person of the year in 

response to the West African Ebola Virus Disease outbreak. One of the five covers of 

this issue featured a doctor who worked in the area, photographed wearing a full hazmat 

(hazardous material) suit. The local response team that tackled the outbreak on the spot 

was essential to preventing this phenomenon from becoming a truly global pandemic. 

Yet it still became a global event through the circulation of images that came from this 

locality, which made their way to the most central image disseminators, such as Time. 

The hazmat suit appears in various contexts where a risk of contamination of the body 

by a dangerous substance – be it biological, chemical, radioactive – is present. It 

encapsulates the body from environments that may pose danger to life by creating a 

physical barrier around the body, acting as a practically impermeable second skin with 

orifices left unexposed. Unlike the mask of the activist, which signifies an overtly 

political use, the mask of the hazmat suit used in the Ebola Virus Disease crisis signals a 
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biomedical use that minimises the risk of viral contagion. It relates to a temporary 

biological immunisation. As epitomised by this cover, biological uses of the mask and 

masking constitute the other edge I am going to investigate in this research. 

As evident from these covers, the masks that may be located on either of these 

edges, the biological and the political, are widespread in 21st century visual cultures, 

and may indeed come to occupy the same cover as the images of ‘person of the year.’ 

The aim of this research is to delineate the profound connections of these uses in 

various contexts and to find out how these relate to the current technological cultures 

and modes of biopolitical governmentality within which such masks appear.  

1.1 Mask and Masking: Concepts, Methods, Theoretical Approaches 

1.1.1 Definitions 

This project considers ‘mask’ both in noun and verb forms. That is to say, the scope is 

not limited to the mask as such, but also takes the act of masking into consideration. 

The reason for this is rather straightforward. It is the act of masking that renders the 

object a mask. It is not a unitary formation but a complex – objects and assemblages 

acquire their status as mask by being used as one. The survey of the definitions of it in 

noun and verb forms, through which the plurality of the mask becomes evident, supplies 

a basis for the project to analyse particular practices and forms that will eventually 

provide a framework with which to consider what constitutes a mask in specific cases.  

The first meaning listed in the Oxford English Dictionary for the noun form is a 

rather encompassing one: ‘a covering for all or part of the face, worn as a disguise, or to 

amuse or frighten others.’ The mask is defined through its position on the body, namely 

the face, and its function as covering a part of it or the whole. Comparable definitions of 

the mask are used in legal contexts and can be found in many anti-masking laws and 

regulations around the world.  The effects of covering, then, are discussed under two 3

categories: absence (disguise) and presence. The latter is bifurcated into two archetypal 

images of the mask; the amusing and the frightening: the faces of the Satyr and the 

Gorgon, the masks of Thalia and Melpomene – the masks that are emblematic of the 

theatre, that is, the generic formations of comedy and tragedy (Napier 1986, xxiv). 

These two icons represent a duality (invoking negative or positive affects) about the 

 Turkey: Human Rights Watch (2014); France: Assemblée Nationale (2010); Denmark: Mills 3

(2010); Canada: RT (2013).
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nature of presence. Covering of the face is a part of the contemporary politics of 

everyday life, in Europe and beyond. The anxiety around the presence of veiling 

translates into legislation, e.g. in France, and also clearly demarcates an absence / 

presence relation (Assemblée Nationale 2010). For example, the veil is a much debated 

topic in this context, which relates to anxieties regarding not only laïcité in the French 

context, but also militant uses of masks in urban contexts, as seen in the recent ‘yellow 

vest’ protests (McAuley 2018). The veil is a type of mask that is immediately 

identifiable and attributable to a social group – Muslim women – whilst limiting the 

identifiability of the individual. The politics of absence and presence, then, can be 

linked to this definition of the mask, and the double effect thereof.  

The second definition goes beyond this nexus of (in)visibility, and even visuality 

in general, but moves towards the area of habitability and breathability: ‘a covering 

made of fibre or gauze and fitting over the nose and mouth to protect against air 

pollutants, or made of sterile gauze and worn to prevent infection of the wearer or (in 

surgery) of the patient.’ Rather than its relation to a locus of identity (the face), ‘mask’ 

here is understood as reinforcing or externalising the borders and covering the orifices 

of the body, as a prosthetic material or an extension of the self.  Furthermore, it is 4

treated as a medium between the vulnerable body and the hostile environment, or 

between two bodies – one of which is under the risk of contagion / contamination. It is a 

medium here in the sense that it is located ‘in-between’ (Horn 2007, 8). One can say 

that this is not incidentally the second definition. The masking in its relation to the face 

(which itself will be argued to be a visual abstraction of a part of the head) is frequently 

connected with the issue of visibility / identifiability.  Current literature on the subject, 5

as we will explore in the following section, takes the field of (in)visibility as its primary 

focus (Blas 2013; Ruiz 2013; Nail 2013; Spiegel 2015). It is worth noting that the eyes, 

the nose and the mouth that are essential to the front-part-of-the-head’s faciality are also 

organs with vital functions and capabilities. The mask’s alteration of these vital 

capacities is a concern to this project in relation to biopolitics.  

 Conceptualisation of media as extension is present in early media theoretical accounts, such as 4

Marshall McLuhan’s seminal book Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (1994). 

 Deleuze and Guattari introduce the concept of faciality in A Thousand Plateaus (2005), which 5

examines the face as an operative abstraction. 
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The third definition relates closely to a definition of the image. It refers to death 

and life masks: ‘a likeness of a person’s face moulded or sculpted in clay or wax.’ 

Techniques and technologies of imaging the body, from death / life masks to 

photography, slow down the temporality of the living by granting their likeness a 

medium (Belting 2011, 22–25). This denotes a level of masking of the face. That is, 

mask as solidification of the likeness of a face – a prioritisation of capturing of an 

instant, over the repertoire of ever-changing gestures and conditions – a 

reterritorialisation of the face by technical means. This temporal dissonance is recalled 

in bureaucracy, with the protocols of passport and identification papers photography and 

their almost universal reliance on images no more than six months old.  

The fourth definition reads: ‘a manner or expression that hides one’s true 

character or feelings.’ This meaning evokes discourses about hypocrisy and insincerity. 

It adheres to the presupposition that there is an essence to the individual and also an 

agency over the expression of this essence within the social field. This brings about age-

old discussions of an internal truth (or identity) and its relation to its non-synchronous 

expression / presentation. Potential interrogations around this question are inherent to 

the topic: what constitutes a person, to what degree does this relate to their ‘appearance’ 

or ‘essence’? Also, what is the correlation between these two, and what is it that is 

masked? The inside–outside relationship being referred to here is not merely about 

identity politics but a more fundamental one. Hannah Arendt (1990) and, more recently, 

Norma Claire Moruzzi (2000) trace the idea of personhood, which is essentially a legal 

concept, back to persona – literally, the mask. The presentation, or better, the formation 

of (public) identity, then, can be discussed in relation to mask through this etymological 

point. I postpone further elaboration of this discussion to the body chapters.  

The first entry about the verb form defines the act through the use of mask (a 

reversal of our original point) whereas the second definition explicates it as sensory 

obstruction: ‘conceal (something) from view’ and ‘(of a taste, smell, etc.) prevent the 

perception of (another sensation).’ The face is not understood as a locus of identity, or 

as just the site of vital flows, but also of sensory organs. The blockage or modulation of 

senses by intermediary means is understood as masking. This emphasises once again the 

mask’s quality as a medium, mediating the world through the alteration of senses.  
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Lastly, to visit the third definition of masking: it is rather specific and relates to 

the covering of surfaces for protection during painting – a screening. This constitutes 

another reference to the mask’s quality as a medium – its ‘in-betweenness.’ It disables 

the passage of a substance from one spatiality to contaminate the materiality of the next. 

Protection from contamination of the non-human is at stake here, which undermines the 

primacy of the human face as the site of masks.  

1.1.2 Image, Medium, Body/Embodiment  

To map its presence over different materialities, I consider the mask as both image and 

medium. For this taxonomy I employ German art historian Hans Belting’s theory of 

images as developed in the 2011 monograph An Anthropology of Images. This approach 

constitutes the main method of image analysis in the project.  6

Belting proposes examining the visual field through a set of three fundamental 

categories: ‘the triad image-medium-body’ where the ‘medium refers to the technology 

or artisanship that transmits the image and to whatever it is that gives visibility to the 

image’ and ‘“body” refers to the living body, the spectator’ (Belting 2011, 15). This is 

the primary relationship, according to Belting, through which the visual is established. 

The image does not occur outside the relationship between a medium and a body. Yet, 

according to Belting, the medium and the body are very much comparable to each other: 

‘What in the realm of bodies and objects is their matter, in the world of pictures is their 

medium. As images by definition have no body, they need a medium in which they 

become embodied’ (Belting 2011, 13).  

Belting’s approach acknowledges that bodies and media are of a similar nature 

through their materiality. What we call pictures, from this angle, are embodiments of 

images. For him, ‘the picture is the image with a medium’ (2011, 10). This is in line 

with visual studies scholar W. J. T. Mitchell’s definition of an image as ‘any likeness, 

figure, motif, or form that appears in some medium or another’, along with that of a 

medium as ‘the material support in or on which an image appears’ (2005, xiii). For both 

theorists, the organic and inorganic matter alike can be materialities through which 

images become visible. Hence, the image itself, unlike the picture, is a category that 

emerges through perception of the material world by the observer and the ways in 

 Belting’s approach draws on theories of iconology as developed by scholars like W. J. T Mitchell 6

(2005) and David Freedberg (1989). 
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which it is found in material media. Belting characterises this act of perception that 

brings about the image as mental-animation: ‘the image is not present the same way its 

medium is present. It needs the act of animation by which our imagination draws it from 

its medium’ (2011, 20). In other words, images appear on certain materialities through 

the lens of perception. 

The category of the image as such lets us discuss pictures that are all 

individually different whilst recognising their repetitive embodiments. One can rightly 

enquire into what comes first in this taxonomy: the picture or the image? Yet this 

question has no merit in relation to this line of reasoning. As Belting puts it, ‘[T]he 

mental and physical images of any given age (dreams and icons) interact so closely that 

it [is] difficult to separate them neatly. Public images have always controlled personal 

imagination; and the personal imagination, in turn, either cooperates with them or 

resists them’ (2011, 15). To add to this, meaning and matter, the image and the picture 

are always-already entangled (Barad 2003, 801–831). This is not to say that their 

repetitive embodiments are catalysed only by their mental quality. It is about their 

function as well. Yet again, the function and the image quality in the case of the mask 

are very much inextricable. Without the eyes, there is no face. Without the eyes, there is 

no seeing. The eye is the image of seeing, and the organ through which seeing occurs. It 

is both the medium of the ocular and its symbol. Likewise, the mask both covers the 

face and is the image of this covering.  

There is a way to think through the possible ‘image as ideal, picture as actual’ 

problem by considering digital image files. To capture this in more precise terms, let us 

think about a digital image file, opened and displayed on two different screens next to 

each other. The picture, the material formation that is the embodiment of the image, is 

unique, yet one can identify both as a particular image. Each file consists of the same 

set of codes (presuming that the respective operating systems use the same kind and 

version of a codec) – in other words, identical mathematical architecture – but results in 

‘different pictures’ in each embodiment on the screen. Alongside the very materiality of 

the screen, this depends on the physical specifications, viewing calibrations, the light of 

the space it is situated in, and the physiology of the viewer. Yet we are able to designate 

the image. It is different every time, but its repetition is visible / discernible. What is 
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present on a range of geographies and materialities is precisely the image itself, rather 

than the objects upon which it temporally resides. 

It is crucial to think about the body as a medium as such – a materiality upon 

which images may reside, and within which they are embodied and performed. This 

allows for tracing their appearances on technological and biological media alike. 

Belting writes: ‘When external pictures are re-embodied as our own images, we 

substitute for their fabricated medium our own body, which, when it serves in this 

capacity, turns into a living or natural medium’ (2011, 16). A mapping of images, as I 

will perform, does not need to differentiate the organic from inorganic matter, but can 

move beyond these categories to follow the images that themselves cross these 

boundaries. There are levels of relationalities at play that make such embodiment 

possible. The cognition of the image, its technological mediation, as well as its material 

situatedness are inseparable. These images emerge in an ecology, or better, a media 

ecology. To quote from Matthew Fuller, media ecology ‘indicate[s] the massive and 

dynamic interrelation of processes and objects, beings and things, patterns and 

matter’ (2005, 2). This is beyond an understanding of ‘ecology’ as a synonym of 

‘environment’ in which human culture – technology and experience – is merely situated, 

referring instead to the radical interconnectedness of these planes.  Bodies get exposed 7

to such images by a series of dynamic interrelations, and this understanding of ecology 

beyond the ‘natural’ will be one of the primary gestures of the thesis in understanding 

the life of images in dialogue with Guattari’s (2014) conceptualisation of ecologies.  

This lets us think about the diffusion of the image of the mask on human bodies 

and technological media alike, as a single phenomenon (of contagion, as I will argue) of 

several layers within an ecology of images and media. As in the Ebola example, and in 

parallel to the internal–external images dynamic, an image’s presences on screens can 

be through photographic documentation of their embodiment in physical reality, and on 

the other hand one can embody a similar kind of masking through being exposed to 

such mediation – by mimetic engagement.  

 There are a few of definitions of media ecology, the category within which I will map the uses 7

and presences of the image of the mask as well as mask and masking, that do not necessarily overlap with 
each other. In this research I do not utilise the chronologically earlier one, that of the Toronto School of 
media theory (Neil Postman, Marshall McLuhan, Harold Innis). The conception by Matthew Fuller in his 
2005 book Media Ecologies is closer to how I use it, as quoted above, but I push this concept further in 
the body chapters. 
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What is the status of the mask, then, from this angle? A mask is a medium, as 

much as an image – it can move from body to body whilst maintaining its materiality. 

Then there is a double embodiment here – not just by the human body, but first by the 

materiality of the mask itself (Belting 2011, 24). This is important because it signals a 

divergence from other sorts of diffusion of images, for example of mimetic facial 

gestures. This is one of the key characteristics of the mask that I will emphasise 

throughout the thesis, as it demarcates a specific relation between the materiality and 

the immateriality of the visual. It is also vital to underline that the material availability 

of the mask in specific situations is what dictates the dynamics of those ecologies. One 

can take-off this image (a material mask) and hand it to another body, so to speak, 

whilst maintaining its materiality. This differs from the sharing of the digital image files 

and opening them on different screen-devices. Some masks are already embodied 

images – an image-medium (a medial picture) that attaches to the body as an extension. 

Since at least Walter Benjamin’s 1936 ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction,’ aesthetics have been thought about through such repetitive patterns of 

circulation. The mask’s material status is particular in this regard as it uses human 

bodies to appear serially.  

This summons up one of the formative definitions of media, ‘the extensions of 

man,’ as captured in the subheading of Marshall McLuhan’s canonical Understanding 

Media (1994). The mask from this angle can be discussed as an extension of the human 

body – a prosthetic medium that resides on the body. The extension and the amputation, 

in other words, the alteration of bodily capacities, thought about as prosthetics, is a 

thread I will consider in relation to the uses and attachments of the mask (McLuhan 

1994, 45). Hence, it is not just the art historical definition of the medium as the 

materiality of the picture that I will be using in the study to categorise masks as media, 

but also this early media theoretical understanding as prosthetics.  

The concept of the cyborg, as argued by Donna Haraway, signals a further 

entanglement of the human and the non-human that offers a more nuanced perspective 

on the relationship (1991, 149–182). We do not merely use these media, as it were, but 
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we become with them: they are already constitutive of what is called human.  The mask 8

is already part of what is considered reality – both our psychic repertoires and physical 

capacities. Richard Grusin (2010) refers to Andy Clark’s conceptualisation of the 

cyborg to emphasise our co-evolution with media and images that emerge from our 

interaction with them. As Clark puts it, we are ‘natural-born cyborgs’ (cited in Grusin 

2010, 92). Another framework that focuses on the relationship between the ‘human’ and 

the ‘non-human,’ and their mutual constitution and inextricability over space and time, 

is ‘cultural techniques.’ A guiding question for this approach is: ‘How was the human 

always already historically mixed with the non-human?’ (Siegert 2013, 59).  

1.1.3 Cultural Techniques  

Cultural techniques is one of the main theoretical focuses of the project, which makes 

possible the examination of mask and masking, the objects and the act, within a 

continuum. As a media theoretical conceptualisation, it refers to operations that create 

symbolic and material differences. This approach ‘allow[s] media to be seen as 

practices and processes rather than static objects’ (Horn 2007, 12). From this angle, I 

will be examining the practice of masking and its respective effects on what constitutes 

a mask and the human body.  

What makes the study of cultural techniques as a method different than other 

approaches to technological culture? One of the key theorists of the area, Thomas 

Macho, asserts that the category should only include the study of recursive and self-

referential technologies that operate on a symbolic level: ‘Writing enables one to write 

about writing itself…films may feature other films. In other words, cultural techniques 

are defined by their ability to thematize themselves; they are second-order techniques as 

opposed to first-order techniques like cooking or tilling a field’ (2013, 30). This is a 

definition challenged by another prominent scholar of cultural techniques, Bernhard 

Siegert. I agree with Siegert that Macho’s conceptualisation may be ‘an overly reductive 

notion of the symbolic’ and that the distinction between the first and the second-order is 

rather too static (Siegert 2013, 59). For example, Siegert says of cooking, a technique 

Macho excludes, that ‘every instance of boiling, roasting, or smoking is always-already 

 Katherine Hayles’s (1999) How We Became Posthuman and Karen Barad’s (2007) Meeting the 8

Universe Halfway both emphasise the inextricability of ‘the human’ from things, organisms and 
processes.
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an act of communication, because it communicates to both the inside and the outside 

that within a certain culture certain animals are boiled, roasted, and / or smoked… 

because it is constituted by structural differences, cooking does indeed thematize 

cooking in the act of cooking’ (2013, 59). Siegert’s use of this differentiation comes 

from the anthropological account of Claude Lévi-Strauss (2008), which he uses to 

articulate these different modes of cooking and their relation to specific communities 

(Counihan and Van Esterik 2008, 36–41). 

Cultural techniques from this angle, then, can be seen as creating differentiations 

across cultures that render particular groups communities through common practices. A 

corresponding demarcation of cultures is present in the uses of masks. From black bloc 

tactics to the Ku Klux Klan, military personnel to medical practitioners, masks create 

and mark groups. As anthropologist A. David Napier eloquently puts it: ‘groups of 

people are identified by recognising similarities, whereas individuals are identified by 

isolating differences’ (1986, 5). The mask at once denotes becoming part of community 

and being outside – similarity and differentiation. Serial presences of these masks 

establish links between those who would otherwise remain individuals. They process 

insides and outsides. Masks, in these cases, are the materiality through which the 

symbolic establishes itself.  

In the article ‘Doors: On the Materiality of the Symbolic,’ Siegert attempts to 

tackle the close relationship between the symbolic and material qualities of the primal 

cultural technique of doors. ‘In contrast to the closedness of the undifferentiated wall,’ 

he argues, ‘the closed door is both closed and also the sign of this closure’ (2012, 9). A 

parallel can be thought of in relation to the mask. It is also a technique through which 

inclusions and exclusions are realised. It spatially separates the wearer from their 

milieu. At the same time it is a symbol that is dynamic and meaningful in itself. The 

masked face is not unlike a closed door – it refers to its possible un-masking, but also its 

current status as masked. Analogous to the earlier assessment of the image-medium 

dichotomy, it both encloses, and symbolises this enclosure through accentuating its 

potential openness. Hence, even a mere covering of the face achieves symbolic 

communication.  

There is more to the mask in terms of communicative potential. Macho’s 

conceptualisation of this is especially relevant to the project. He theorises cultural 
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techniques in relation to identity and identification through their self-referentiality 

(which I turn to at length in the first chapter of the body). In his article ‘Second-Order 

Animals: Cultural Techniques of Identity and Identification.’ Macho maps how, through 

the utilisation of certain cultural techniques, the definition and recognition of identity 

changes throughout history. Seals, autographs, passport photos and PIN codes, all act as 

indexes of identity (2013, 30–47). These are created by writing, drawing, photography 

and numerical codes that constitute cultural techniques of identity and identification. 

From this angle, the face’s status as the index of identity is connected to certain 

historical techniques, such as portraiture and nowadays algorithmic surveillance. There 

is thus a technicity to the face’s status as the index of identity.  What shifts in the current 9

millennium with algorithmic surveillance is that, much like the passport photo and 

earlier techniques of identification, the significance of the face is changing – it is now 

partly defined by identifiability via mathematical abstraction. Through the mask’s 

established connection to the face, the relationships between the identity and the mask, 

identification and masking are clear. In the body chapters, forms of masking will be 

discussed with the corresponding cultural techniques of identity and identification that 

they nullify. Also, masking can demarcate certain group identities as noted. Thus, mask 

and masking relate to the cultural techniques of identity and identification, sometimes of 

enabling, other times of disabling effect. But it also creates spatial division and 

differentiation. 

Geoffrey Winthrop-Young (2014) continues Siegert’s thread about the cultural 

techniques of thresholds, moving from doors to fences. In this reading establishing of 

thresholds relates to cultural techniques of hominisation – humans are formed through 

such separation. Winthrop-Young posits that, ‘once you consider elementary cultural 

techniques of creating enclosed spaces – you are creating operative thresholds that 

effectively bring about the different species confronting each other across that divide. If 

there ever was an ur-cultural technique, it was that of species differentiation’ (2014, 

386–387). From this angle then, the human is not only already entangled with the non-

human: the very category emerges through cultural techniques that effectively separate 

species from each other by creating spatial division. Speciation occurs through physical 

partition. Mask supplies an embodied, mobile separation. Such differentiations that 

 Gates (2011, 8) also argues for the indexicality of the face as a technical feature. 9
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masks bring about allow for the (co)habitation of otherwise ‘dangerous’ milieux. The 

implications of spatial separation to lives positioned either side of the mask is a thread 

that will merge with the biopolitical considerations of the project. This also evokes a 

history relating to how certain forms and practices came into being.  

For this reason, the present techniques of mask and masking will be located 

within a history. The genealogical approach that is used within cultural techniques, for 

example by Siegert (2015), is relevant to this thesis as well.  Michel Foucault 10

conceptualises genealogy as ‘a form of history which can account for the constitution of 

knowledges, discourses, domains of objects, etc. without having to make reference to a 

subject which is either transcendental in relation to the field of events or runs in its 

empty sameness throughout the course of history’ (1980, 117). Particular subjectivities 

produced by different techniques of mask and masking throughout history constitute a 

point of consideration. To this end, I shall read 21st century cultural techniques in 

relation to historical ones, parallel to the study of cultural techniques, to problematise 

the contemporary subjectivities that emerge with particular masks.  

1.1.4 Immunity and Contagion  

To discuss its mode of operation in relation to its effects, in this subsection I consider 

the mask with concepts of immunity and contagion. This part offers conceptualisations 

of the movement of images and media, and their immunitary capacities in reference to 

media and political theory. These conceptualisations will be further developed in the 

body chapters.  

 Contagion has been discussed in the context of contemporary media cultures by 

theorists such as Jussi Parikka (2007a; 2007b), Luciana Parisi (2013) and Tony D. 

Sampson (2012).  Sampson’s contribution with the book Virality: Contagion Theory in 11

the Age of Networks is particularly resonant with the notion of contagion with which I 

work here. Sampson revisits early sociologist Gabriel Tarde’s contagion theory to 

conceptualise viral dynamics in the field of the social beyond medicinal metaphors. 

 Media genealogy builds upon ‘German Media Theory’ and also the conceptualisation of ‘media 10

archaeology,’ which are influenced by Michel Foucault.

 Contagion theory and the concept of virality have also been deployed to analyse the network 11

culture by scholars like Steven Shaviro, Connected (2003) and Thacker, ‘Living Dead Networks’ (2005). 
However, early sociologists’ works like Gabriel Tarde’s Laws of Imitation (1890) and Gustave Le Bon’s 
The Crowd (1895) laid the groundwork for contagion theory. 
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Contagion for him, in other words, is not a term whose potentials are exhausted in the 

life sciences. I share some concerns with him in recognising the organisation of the 

social through contagion and also in avoiding an approach that separates ‘human 

subjectivity from natural objects and organic from inorganic matter’ (2012, 4). 

According to Sampson, ‘[t]his is a continuous space that Deleuze, like Tarde, recognises 

as full of multiple monadic singularities: a spatiality within which the social, 

psychological, and biological are folded’ (2012, 4). When thinking about the widespread 

appearances of images as contagion, the ways in which these fields overlap become 

meaningful. 

The mask, with its numerous iterations, is epidemic in contemporary media 

ecologies. It is epidemic in the sense that it is widespread upon the people. One can 

arrive at this meaning through a brief look at the etymology of the word epidemia, 

which is constituted by epi and demos: literally, upon-the-people (Guillaume 1987, 59). 

Rather than importing the concept on a metaphorical level, it is this primary meaning of 

it that is of interest to this study. This is key, since the ecological understanding of these 

spheres, organic and inorganic, points to their inextricability. The mask’s distribution 

over the population, the means of its containment and the set of relationalities in the 

material world that makes it unfold in ways that it does are key to this epidemiological 

angle – analogous to epidemiology’s uses in and beyond the fields of medicine.  

‘If we rid the notion of epidemia,’ argues Marc Guillaume, ‘of all its pathos, 

what remains is an abstract model or, more precisely, a series of models…[which] can 

be applied to phenomena that have nothing to do with disease: the circulation of objects, 

money, customs, or the propagation of affects and information’ (1987, 59–60). From 

such an angle, I characterise the widespread appearances of the mask on both 

technological and biological materialities as epidemic. The circulation and widespread 

presence of the image of the mask is a contagious phenomenon that realises itself 

through established relationships between humans and media, both on an immediate and 

a networked scale. The former has to do with the embodied encounters between people, 

and between people and media. The latter on the other hand pertains to the circulation 

of images within the greater culture of connectivity. Further, it creates new relationships 

by altering the dynamics of visibility and inhabitability. 
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The risk of contagion, whether biological or otherwise, through connectivity that 

‘epidemic’ denotes brings about the problem of immunity. Esposito introduces the 

primacy of immunity for life as follows: ‘[T]he community as such is literally 

unsustainable. To allow the community to withstand the entropic risk that threatens it, 

and with which it ultimately coincides, it must be sterilised of its own relational 

contents. It must be immunised from…[what] exposes it to contagion… What remains 

in common is nothing but mutual separation’ (2011, 13). It is not hard to see from this 

angle then how the mask, with its capacity to enable mutual separation, can be argued to 

be an immunitary medium. The mask may afford to the body an exemption from 

identification and / or a protection from biological contagion depending on the context. 

The circulation of the mask in an epidemic manner, then, is also an immunising one. By 

looking at particular forms of the mask in the body chapters I will discuss the specific 

dynamics of inclusion and exclusion within contemporary politics as these relate to 

immunity. Here, however, a closer look at Esposito’s (2008) theorisation is of merit to 

delineate the scope of the concepts.  

From Esposito’s angle life and politics are not two separate categories that 

historically came into relation, but are mutually constitutive.  Biopolitics is not 12

necessarily a negative force either. At the centre of the relationship between life and 

politics is immunity; says Esposito] is the power to preserve life’ (2008, 46). He 

develops this concept in dialogue with another, closely related, one: community. Both 

words share the root munus, which is the lost gift that renders a group of people a 

community, by making them perpetually indebted to each other. This creates, so this line 

suggests, the foundational and recurring bond between the members of particular 

peoples – a network of relations through reciprocity.  

Esposito’s biopolitical project, which concentrates on the concept of immunity – 

or perhaps better, in his own words a ‘paradigm of immunisation’ – is a markedly 

affirmative one. Biopolitics in the chronologically earlier conceptualisation is 

understood as being directed to the subjugation of life, and its possibilities through 

techniques of knowledge and governance. Additionally, the politics of death, for 

example the concept of ‘thanatopolitics’ (from Greek thanatos ‘death’) as used by 

 This in contrast to Foucault’s (1998, 139) conceptualisation, which argues that biopolitics 12

emerges at the dawn of modernity.
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theorists of biopolitics after Michel Foucault, and necropolitics as developed by Achille 

Mbembe do not overlap with this conception, as they offer frames of negative relations 

to life – namely, its annihilation (Agamben 1998; Mbembe 2003). The exploration of 

affirmative potentials of immunity signal a move beyond prevailing studies in the area 

that associate biopolitics mostly to techniques and technologies of governance, their 

historical development, and the harnessing of human life. 

Although these angles, the subjugation and annihilation of life, enrich our 

understanding of the politics of both life and death, historically and in the present, they 

do not exhaust the potentiality of the concept of biopolitics itself. This does not mean 

that I will take this part out of the equation. Indeed, these more established aspects will 

be key reference points throughout the study, and immunity as such is not a positive 

force in and of itself. Yet, I shall also incorporate a framework that may make it possible 

to establish a horizon for thoughts and actions for affirmative and emancipatory politics. 

The reason immunity is also not necessarily an affirmative force in and of itself 

outside of its specific contexts can be explained by an example from contemporary 

political conflict. The anti-masking law of Turkey makes the wearing of a gas mask on 

the street by a protestor punishable by jail time, whereas for the militarised police there 

is no restriction (Human Rights Watch 2014). In other words, the latter’s position is 

defined by an exemption from what is applicable to others – an immunity. The problem 

then is to how to make the immunity (and what is immunising) common – that is, to 

make it a shared munus, to render it communicable, or contagious. This is at the core of 

the immunity–contagion dynamic that I investigate through the mask.  

1.2 Contribution to Knowledge 

The anthropological literature on masks is amongst the primary bodies of knowledge on 

the topic. Fittingly, in one of the introductory essays to the book The Power of Symbols: 

Mask and Masquerade in the Americas, anthropologist Elisabeth Tooker echoes 

William Haley Dall’s late 19th century postulate, ‘that one who [masters] the subject of 

masks and masking would be possessed [with] a great…understanding of the 

philosophy…of other peoples of the world’ (Tooker 1983, 12; emphasis added). Even 

though acknowledging the value of mask and masking in cultural analysis, this 

statement is emblematic of a certain tendency that fails to recognise the roles and 

presences of such techniques in modernity in their attempts to unveil the ‘truth’ of ‘the 
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Other.’ Masks and masking – from physicians to activists, sex workers to militants, 

superheroes to miners, actors to pilots, members of armed forces to cosmonauts – are 

constitutive of key modern subjectivities in contemporary cultures.  

For example, the book mentioned above has three sections devoted to various 

geographical contexts (North, Middle and South America). All articles are devoted to 

masks found in particular indigenous cultures in these regions (Crumrine and Halpin 

1983). Likewise, another edited collection, Masks: The Art of Expression (Mack 2013) 

features essays that look at cultures within a broad geographical and historical compass, 

from Africa and Oceania to Japan and Ancient Greece. Suitably, the only essay that 

focuses on Europe in this collection is entitled ‘The Other Within’ (Poppi 2013, 190–

215). Thus, masks themselves seem to become of interest to these perspectives only 

when they are spatiotemporally differentiated from the here and now of the researchers. 

Another book on mask and masking tells a lot with its subheading: ‘Faces of Tradition 

and Belief Worldwide’ (Edson 2005). With its focus on ‘tradition’ and ‘belief’ the mask 

has almost been conceptualised as a pre-Enlightenment or ‘primitive’ phenomenon. 

David Napier’s (1986) seminal study on the topic also draws mainly on mythological 

sources, particularly those of Ancient Greece and India. When the list of contexts and 

subjectivities connected to the techniques of masking in modernity is considered, it 

becomes clear that the significance of the mask exceeds historical concerns and studies 

of ‘othered’ cultures.  

Taking up the topic of mask and masking by examining forms that emerge 

throughout modernity and in present global cultures is one of the defining gestures of 

the project. To reiterate, I will be examining masks in political and biological contexts 

within a continuum. That is to say, I am not just interested in the politics of visibility 

that the former may indicate, but also a politics of breathability that has a biological 

dimension. The primary contribution this project aims to make is the discussion of the 

prevalent image / medium and cultural technique that articulates the question of 

visibility and identifiability with that of inhabitability of the cities, geographies and, 

finally, that of the planet itself.  

The studies that focus on the current life of the mask of modernised cultures do 

not cover both edges of this continuum. For example, Zach Blas (2013), Pollyanna Ruiz 

(2013), Thomas Nail (2013), and Jennifer B. Spiegel (2015) are amongst the scholars 
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who have written about the masks in the current decade, but particularly looking at the 

politics of visibility – examining the ways masks mark bodies, and their use as means of 

obfuscation. Whereas scholars of masking who are interested in the problem of 

breathability, like Ulf Schmidt (2015) and Thomas I. Faith (2014), abstain from 

engaging in a sustained analysis of its visual culture or its relation to individual 

identifiability. 

I argue that the project’s framework will allow for the development of a novel 

perspective on the visual and material cultures of the mask and study of contemporary 

cultural techniques in general. Further, the conceptual links weaved throughout the 

upcoming chapters between theories from different disciplines themselves are 

contributions to the interdisciplinary study of media, images and their politics. For 

example, the connection drawn between cultural techniques (as it relates to the visual 

and material cultures of the mask) and biopolitics (in its specific articulation of 

immunity) itself is a synthesis I am articulating throughout this dissertation, and one of 

its original contributions. The same significance can be found in relation to the 

dimensions of visuality and breathability, and a radical notion of ecology that cuts 

across biological and technological media alike.  

1.3 Structure: An Overview of Chapters 

Chapter 2: Technicity of the Face: The Mask and Faciality  

Chapter 2 explores the conceptual relationship between the mask and the face. Rather 

than being merely a body part, the face itself can be understood as an abstraction. It is 

an image that does not equate to the frontal part of the head from which it is abstracted. 

Deleuze and Guattari, with their concept of faciality, gesture towards a parallel 

understanding: ‘[t]he mask,’ they say, ‘does not hide the face, it is the face’ (2005, 115). 

The face itself emerges as a mask, an abstraction, an interface. That is to say, it is 

relational and medial. As such, the central question of this chapter pertains to the 

technicity of the face in its particular milieux. In other words, this chapter enquires into 

the extent to which masks are products of their surroundings that condition the 

relationships between individuals, and also of individuals to their environments. These 

relations connect with the ways in which the face is defined operationally in different 

context and situations – which are important to explore in relation to techniques of 

masking. There is no consensus of any sorts over what constitutes a face across (or 
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within) disciplines, from art history to computer science, but only operational 

definitions that are derived from expressions or data points. As such, this chapter 

explores the relationship between the mask and the face in-transition through key 

techniques of modernity, from portraiture and photography to contemporary additions of 

algorithmic surveillance, and reads them in relation to ideas and politics of individuality 

and dividuality that emerge in tandem with them. Finally, this relationship is explored 

through the notion of addressability.  

Chapter 3: Thinking with Practices: Contemporary Art and the Mask 

This chapter thinks with practices – particularly contemporary practices of masking in 

artistic contexts. Artists, makers, tinkerers and performers engage with and reflect on a 

range of issues in their works, which contain the kinds of transhistorical links that 

theories aim to establish. Hence, more than objects of analyses, this chapter engages in a 

dialogue with the works in the same manner that the dissertation in general does with 

theory – a thinking with (a gesture in dialogue with Donna Haraway). By taking into 

consideration these specific practices that emerge in particular spaces over time, it 

focuses on the material and aesthetic relations of masking by building on Chapter 2. It 

does not treat the mask as symptomatic of a certain historical moment. The mask is 

approached as an array of techniques that actively produces particular relations between 

the body and its surroundings rather than emerging from those relationalities. As such, 

the mask becomes a way to mediate contexts that pertain to contemporary issues less 

about identity per se than about the avoidance of it. In doing so, it addresses issues that 

relate to facial recognition, categorisation and identifiability. The first part of this 

chapter looks at the work of Gillian Wearing, Claude Cahun and Robert Mapplethorpe, 

building on ideas that were introduced in Chapter 2. Further, it provides an analysis of 

art projects that problematise the contemporary attributes of the face and its masking 

within surveillance culture: CV Dazzle by Adam Harvey, Facial Weaponization Suite by 

Zach Blas, and URME Surveillance by Leonardo Selvaggio, as well as the work of Neri 

Oxman and Mediated Matter Group at MIT Media Lab. 

Chapter 4: The Mask in Urban Conflicts  

Looking at artistic practices and specific applications for display extend the horizon of 

thinking about how one can conceive of a mask. This chapter, however, looks at the 

everyday masking practices that happen in real word scenarios of urban conflict and 
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protest. As such, it allows me to navigate what masking already does in contemporary 

politics. The immunity that comes through the obfuscation of identity can be distributed 

over the population via these relatively accessible means, such as the balaclava used by 

black bloc groups. In this chapter I explore the ecology of images within which 

techniques of mask and masking emerge repetitively. This will be explored through 

historical examples, and particularly their communicability. The chapter provides a case 

study of the Gezi Park Protests in Turkey, and looks at the prevalence of the image of 

Guy Fawkes in the particular ecology of images in Turkey as an epitome of an image 

epidemic. The diffusion is put into dialogue with the attempts for containment, such as 

the anti-masking laws that proliferated around the globe in the second decade of the 

millennium, and other techniques employed by governmental institutions and political 

actors. Finally, the chapter assesses another prevalent mask that emerged in the context 

of this particular context, to move from identification and identifiability as such towards 

the politics of breathability – the gas mask and its political uses.  

Chapter 5: Embodiment and (In)visibility of Viruses: Ebola and the Plague 

This chapter investigates the politics of images in the 2014 West African Ebola Virus 

Disease (EVD) outbreak and its relation to the questions regarding the histories of 

epidemics and (colonial) cultural imaginaries. First, I problematise why this particular 

outbreak has come to occupy such a central position in the visual cultures of the present 

by referring to the ‘Person of the Year’ cover of Time magazine that features ‘the Ebola 

fighters.’ The immunity of the individual that is attained through the imperviousness is 

put into relation with that of the collective through a discussion about the biopolitics of 

border control. I will compare the technologies of screening with techniques of masking 

at the border. Second, I provide a historical analysis of the contemporary outbreak. The 

earliest examples of medical garments developed during the 17th century plague that 

took place in Europe. The plague doctor costume, medico della peste, then became one 

of the key masks of the Venice Carnival after this first use – much like the hazmat suits 

that are sold as Halloween costumes. By considering these aspects I aim to examine the 

mobility between the individual and the collective, and the negotiation of insides and 

outsides. 
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Chapter 6: Materiality and Toxicity of the Mask: Asbestos and Plastic 

The final chapter of the body of this thesis discusses biopolitical capacities and toxicity 

of the mask in relation to each other. The gas warfare of the two world wars and the 

contemporary tear gas use are examined alongside environmental pollution. I then move 

on to a study of the materiality of masks, particularly asbestos as a filtering component 

and plastic in the body parts of these historical masks. Asbestos refers to a group of six 

naturally occurring minerals that have a great number of industrial and commercial 

uses. In the last century, it has come under strict regulations around the world after it 

was discovered that is poses severe danger to human life. The handling of this mineral 

requires the use of masking in varying degrees, from covering of the face to full hazmat 

suit. The hazmat-suited bodies of the firefighters were made globally visible during the 

September 11 attacks when the asbestos, along with other chemicals contained within 

the structure of the towers, permeated the air after the impact. Asbestos however is not 

only malignant during such events of explosion. A significant portion of the gas masks 

that were distributed during World War II to the general population in Britain had wool-

asbestos filters, including the ones intended for children (Schmidt 2015). The 

situatedness of the mineral, then, is important in respect of these remedying and 

poisoning effects. I use the concept of the pharmakon, and pharmaco-politics as a 

theoretical contribution to biopolitics, to discuss the toxicity of asbestos that was used 

as a protective material across geographies and industries. The particular aesthetics of 

these masks and their material circulation constitute the final link this dissertation 

establishes between the semiotics and materiality of masks and masking. 
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2. Technicity of the Face: The Mask and Faciality  

fig.2.1 Ridolfo del Ghirlandaio, Portrait Cover,  

c. 1510: Uffizi Gallery (Galleria degli Uffizi). 

Sua cuique persona 

The image above is a digital reproduction of the lid of a portrait box that resides at 

Uffizi Gallery in Florence. It is dated to 1510 and attributed to the Italian Renaissance 

painter Ridolfo del Ghirlandaio. This image appears in three pieces of contemporary 

scholarship from different disciplines, ranging from visual studies to medieval history to 

jurisprudence, in titles that express an interest in the face and in the emergence of its 

status as a marker of identity in these different disciplinary contexts (Belting 2017; 

Gaakeer 2016; Groebner 2007). The very relationship between the visibility of the face 

and a person’s identifiability, that attracts interest across disciplines, constitutes the 

central relationship this chapter explores. 

 The picture itself is a painting of a mask on the lid of a portrait – a cover that 

masks the portrait beneath. Under this lid resides an image of the face of an aristocratic 

woman. The painting of the mask masks the portrait here, as it were, but both of them 
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are already paintings of faces – likenesses of (possibly the same) persons. German art 

historian Hans Belting, in his book Face and Mask: A Double History (2017), points to 

the ‘pink flesh tone of a face’ on this image (94). This tone connects the image on the 

lid to the facial portrait that used to reside underneath beyond their spatial proximity. 

The mask on the lid, as expressed here, is not only connected to the face because it 

resides on the portrait – the mask itself shows face-like qualities: from its proportions 

and the holes in place of eyes to full facial characteristics such as a complete nose and 

mouth. Further to this, it is presented in what could be read as a skin-colour, including 

the lively cheeks of a blushed face. Both the portrait and the mask are technically 

produced (painting and carpentry in this case) images of a supposedly actual face. Such 

arrangement of the mask painting on the portrait cover presents a complex relation 

between the mask, the face and the portrait at this point in history. 

This relation can be explored through the present technique and the ideas it 

articulates. Drawing on a body of literature in art history, Jenny Edkins shows the 

connection between the emergence and proliferation of the technique of portraiture and 

‘the rise of the concept of the individual’ (2015, 2). The connection between the concept 

of the individual and the technique of portraiture is a historical one. Although 

portraiture itself predates the early 16th century example I engage with here, it became a 

professionalised and prevalent technique during the Renaissance (Edkins 2015, 2). At 

the threshold of a certain notion of subjectivity that individuates particular persons, 

portraiture became a pervasive technique in Europe. Individuation of the person in the 

visual field happens simultaneously and recursively at the level of both embodied 

subjects and their likenesses, organisation of social life and techniques of representing 

bodies. The question of whether the technique articulates the idea of an individual or 

vice versa is not one that I dwell on here. In any case, it is clear that this historical 

conjunction renders the image in question emblematic of a certain idea of individuality 

and personhood that becomes even more pronounced vis-à-vis the inscription on it.  

Sua cuique persona, the text inscribed on this lid / mask of this portrait of an 

aristocratic woman, has been translated from Latin into English in different ways: ‘to 

each, his role (persona)’ is Hans Belting’s preferred reading (2017, 94) whereas Jeanne 

Gaakeer uses ‘to each his own mask’ (2016, 287), followed by Valentin Groebner’s 
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similar translation ‘each to his mask’ (2007, 39).  The variety of translations is 13

symptomatic of the emergence of these terms: it presents the connection between the 

words used. In the word ‘persona’ and its referent image of the face, personhood, mask, 

and role (character) enter into meaningful relations with each other. The phrase, as it 

appears on this historical artefact as an inscription conjoined with the technique of 

portraiture, shows the intricate connections that are present in the concept of the persona 

and its contemporary translations. The mask, the face and the identity became enmeshed 

in the concept of the persona as a metaphorical mask with which the claiming of a 

political role became possible. 

fig.2.2 left: Ridolfo del Ghirlandaio, Portrait Cover, c. 1510: Uffizi Gallery (Galleria 
degli Uffizi); right: Ridolfo del Ghirlandaio, Portrait of a Woman, c. 1510: Uffizi 

Gallery (Galleria degli Uffizi). 

Rather than understanding the significance of the face and how it produces its 

specific masks in relation to strict binaries such as appearance–essence, this chapter 

aims to perform a cartography of faciality through the matrix of concepts above by 

looking at specific material, political and economic practices and techniques. From the 

  In Belting’s and Groebner’s cases the translations are via German, by Thomas S. Hansen and Abby J. 13

Hansen for the former, and Mark Kyburz and John Peck for the latter. 
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angle of this dissertation, ‘face’ is always-already an abstraction, not merely a body 

part. It is an image, not only the frontal part of the head from which it is abstracted. 

Deleuze and Guattari, with their concept of faciality, gesture towards a parallel 

understanding: ‘[t]he mask,’ they say, ‘does not hide the face, it is the face’ (1987, 115; 

emphasis original). It reveals as much as it conceals. The face itself emerges as a mask, 

an abstraction, an interface. That is to say, it is relational and medial. As such, the 

question pertains to the technicity of the face in its particular milieux. In other words, 

the question is: to what extent can the mask be differentiated from the face as a concept 

and what is the role of technicity in negotiating this division that fluctuates between the 

visibility of the face and a person’s identifiability? 

2.1 Technicity of the Face  

Theorisation of cultural techniques, through which I consider the technicity of the face, 

focuses on operations that create distinctions on both symbolic and material levels, 

between inside and outside, self and non-self, subject and object. Before going into the 

specifics of how this pertains to the mode of operation of the face and the mask, I look 

at how this area conceptualises techniques within its framework. The following claim 

by the late theorist of media and jurisprudence, Cornelia Vismann, illustrates the main 

concerns concisely:  

To start with an elementary and archaic cultural technique, a plough drawing a 
line in the ground: the agricultural tool determines the political act; and the 
operation itself produces the subject, who will then claim mastery over both the 
tool and the action associated with it… Someone advances to the position of legal 
owner in a similar fashion, by drawing a line, marking one’s territory – ownership 
does not exist prior to that act. (2013, 84) 

One of the main frictions that the concept of persona or political personality brings 

about is exactly this: a subject supposedly sovereign over their actions, which emerges 

through a claiming act.  

The drawing of this line is what another scholar of the area, Bernard Siegert 

calls ‘a mediating third’ (2013, 61) following the parasite of Michel Serres (2007). The 

distinction between the subject and the object, the owner and the territory is processed 

by this drawing of the line, which according to Siegert cannot be restricted to one or the 

other side of the distinction. It assumes the position of a mediating third, preceding both 
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the first and the second. As such, the framework of cultural techniques provides a mode 

of thinking that is concerned with mediators of differentiations. In this regard, the 

‘person’ as such does not exist until they claim a role (a persona) and present 

themselves – both the face and the mask constitute modes of presentation.  

The spatial differentiations in question that pertain to the drawing of a line 

invoke political demarcations as well. If Giorgio Agamben’s (1998) bios and zoe (as 

politically qualified life and the life common to all living beings) belong to the polis 

(city) and oikos (house) respectively, their borders and the borders between them 

regulate and process these categories. Yet, borders are also thresholds that one may 

cross, in certain configurations. For Siegert, mediating thirds recursively process 

material distinctions, which in turn manifest themselves in the symbolic: 

The gate threshold arises from the interruption of the line distinguishing inside 
and outside: the gate is the exception of a distinction. The gate gives access to the 
space beyond the threshold; it frames the unbordered field that becomes the ager 
Romanus, the city space of Rome: ‘With the city law comes into being. City and 
law are co-extensive.’ The law, like the city, is disclosed through doors and gates. 
With regard to the enclosure and the gate [Gatter], the primordial function of the 
door…may be called ‘nomological.’ The Greek word nomos, which is usually 
translated as law, originally meant…the measurement and division of 
pasturelands. Nomos is accordingly tied to a concrete space… To this extent, 
Schmitt says, ‘the nomos can be defined as a wall.’ (2012, 9)  

The very demarcation of the political itself, from the perspective of the study of 

cultural techniques, is processed through techniques that spatialise / territorialise its 

sphere of activity. Against this backdrop, the significance of the concept of the persona 

as a mediating third between the interiority and exteriority that constitute the self and 

the others becomes legible. The differentiation of the inside and the outside is processed 

and articulated at the borders. In terms of the sense of self as opposed to the non-self, as 

well as the locus of identity and vital flows, the face is one of the primary sites where 

these differences are processed at the level and the scale of the body. As mediating 

thirds are specific techniques, they change over history. In this regard, issues relating to 

technicity and historicity are central to the study of face as mask.  

I here use technicity, and its connected notion of historicity, to refer to the 

quality of being technical – in other words, of or relating to techne. Specifically, I look 

at this aspect of the face through the school of thought that emerged from German 



  !     43

media theory, Kulturtechniken, or cultural techniques. Thomas Macho, one of the 

eminent figures in the field, establishes a distinction between the study of cultural 

techniques and what he calls first-order techniques:  

Cultural techniques – such as writing, reading, painting, counting, making music 
– are always older than the concepts that are generated from them. People wrote 
long before they conceptualised writing or alphabets; millennia passed before 
pictures and statues gave rise to the concept of the image; and until today, people 
sing or make music without knowing anything about tones or musical notation 
systems. Counting, too, is older than the notion of numbers. To be sure, most 
cultures counted or performed certain mathematical operations; but they did not 
necessarily derive from this a concept of number. (Macho 2003, 179 cited in 
Winthrop-Young 2014, 384 ) 

For Macho, ‘these examples serve to reiterate [a] basic proposal [about cultural 

techniques]. The recursive, self-observing qualities of cultural techniques make them a 

“technology of the self” and thus render them indispensable for the generation, 

repetition and maintenance of identity’ (2013, 30). 

Macho’s list of cultural techniques includes an array of examples that relate to 

forms of identity and identification: ‘from body signs and death masks to digital code 

and ID papers.’ As such, his framework provides a pertinent exploration to approach a 

part of the body which is frequently attributed to identity. Cultural techniques, from this 

point of view, are second-order techniques that produce identities – indeed, for Macho, 

‘we’ are ‘second-order animals’ (2013, 30). This sense of self is culturally constructed 

through specific medial operations. A primary example could be one’s relation to one’s 

reflection, which is mediated by ponds, mirrors, or screen-devices. One’s self-image 

comes into being via intermediaries. Techniques that generate and maintain identities 

whilst rendering individuals identifiable are cultural. It is not coincidental from this 

angle that some of the earliest pre-historic remains come in the form of body signs that 

refer back to the body, such as hand prints in caves.  

Macho cites Martin Schaub’s thesis that this may be a foundational technique for 

the creation of an ‘I,’ who had mastery over this specific technique of leaving a mark. A 

‘gesture that says “I” and “here.” I, my hand, and here is the testimony to that’ (1996, 84 

cited in Macho 2013, 33). From this angle, leaving a sign behind, an action that could 

be performed by the living body on matter to refer back to the living, is a technology of 
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the self. It is as if the body sign functions as a Lacanian mirror that affirms the self. 

However, the effects of the creation of marks are not only significant for its creators – 

the supposed agency over the act does not limit its meaning or effects in any way. The 

technique itself becomes a technique through repetition, and is not exhausted by the 

particular bodies that perform it but is communicated between them. One can locate a 

similar reciprocity between the concept and the technique in relation to the individual 

and the emergence of portraiture. Vissman holds an understanding of techne as 

habituated performance that is passed from body to body by looking at its relation to the 

transmission of dogma (2013, 87–88). She writes that in ‘theology, medicine and law…

dogmas ensure that operations are performed independently of persons. Dogmas are 

therefore nothing else but the linguistic expression of particular acts of execution… In 

cases where cultural techniques are performed and mediated independently of persons, 

they take on a specific form, which finds its expression in written directions, notations, 

codes of procedure, rules of application, annotations, and other systems of signs’ (2013, 

87–88). 

This line of reasoning opens up a space in which to discuss the face as a key 

locality upon which the ‘generation, repetition and maintenance of identity’ occur. If so, 

the mask presents a series of materially specific techniques and performances that 

renders this site significant and indeed symbolic. One dimension of the technicity of the 

face then relates to the set of rules, practices, laws and regulations. Similarly, markers of 

identity are no longer significant only in relation to national identities or religious 

belongings, but take on more universal application, as I turn to later in relation to 

techniques of addressability. The compulsion of the living to maintain their likeness for 

themselves may at least partially relate to their mortality. Such techniques that capture 

the image of a person offer a solidification of the ever-changing gestures and 

expressions of the living and render it inert. The temporarily of the likeness switches 

from cellular decay of organic processes of the human body to medium-specific 

dissolution. This has been a much discussed topic in the study of the 19th century visual 

culture and the practice of taking photographs with corpses before their burial, known 

as ‘post-mortem photography.’ Jay Ruby posits that the rupture that came into being 

with the photographic capturing of the likeness of the death was a kind of 

democratisation: ‘the portraits were mostly of the powerful, rich, and famous’ (1984, 
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204). Painted portraiture did not immediately cease, of course, but ‘photographers found 

new markets among the less affluent, who could now afford the 25 cents necessary to 

have their daguerrean likeness taken’ (1984, 204–5). The political-economy of the 

production of the likeness of the self is affected by the access to this means, which then 

became much easier. The introduction of photography, then, made it possible for a 

broader public to capture the likenesses of bodies for posterity.  

Allan Sekula in his essay ‘The Body and the Archive’ assigns photographic 

portraiture a double function, capable of operating ‘both honorifically and repressively,’ 

in contrast to Renaissance portraiture (as exemplified in Ridolfo’s work), which is only 

in the honorific domain. ‘On the one hand,’ he writes,  

the photographic portrait extends, accelerates, popularises, and degrades a 
traditional function. This function, which can be said to have taken its early 
modern form in the seventeenth century, is that of providing for the ceremonial 
presentation of the bourgeois self. Photography subverted the privileges inherent 
in portraiture, but without any more extensive levelling of social relationships, 
these privileges could be reconstructed on a new basis. That is, photography 
could be assigned a proper role within a new hierarchy of taste. Honorific 
conventions were thus able to proliferate downward. At the same time, 
photographic portraiture began to perform a role no painted portrait could have 
performed in the same thorough and rigorous fashion. This role derived, not from 
any honorific portrait tradition, but from the imperatives of medical and 
anatomical illustration. Thus photography came to establish and delimit the 
terrain of the other, to define both the generalized look – the typology – and the 
contingent instance of deviance and social pathology. (1986, 6) 

Again, what Sekula traces here is the close articulation of the idea of a sense 

with a specific historical technique. Techniques are tied closely to the material 

conditions of their operation. A genealogy of the making of the face as mask assumes an 

access to the technology (painted portraiture or portrait photography in here), which is 

unevenly distributed amongst socio-economic classes. The temporal access is another 

level that is closely connected to the affordability. In the case of a painted portrait, one 

needs longer durations to render the likeness, which is available only to a select few. 

The photographic capturing of the face changed the temporality of this capture. Earlier 

photographs still required a motionless body with long exposure times, thus limiting the 

distribution of this technique. It might be beneficial to note that photography itself 

shares a genealogy with drawing, and it is writing (-graphy) with and through light. The 
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historically increasing tempo of these techniques creates an arc in which the individual 

is processed in different ways.  

If persona engenders a boundary between what is presented to and kept from 

others, it also enables the identifiability of individuals. The motivation for creating an 

identifiable individual in this regard is another way in which these techniques are 

mobilised – be they wax masks, photography, or more contemporary techniques of 

creating likenesses. Giorgio Agamben’s provocatively entitled essay ‘Identity without 

the Person’ follows the image of persona closely for what is amongst the earliest 

techniques of capturing the likeness of a face in the context of public individuals:  

In Rome every individual was identified by a name that expressed his belonging 
to a gens, to a lineage; but this lineage was defined in turn by the ancestor’s mask 
of wax that every patrician family kept in the atrium of his home. From here, it 
only takes a small step to transform persona into the ‘personality’ that defines the 
place of the individual in the dramas and rituals of social life. Eventually, persona 
came to signify the juridical capacity and political dignity of the free man. The 
slave, inasmuch as he or she has neither ancestors, nor a mask, nor a name, 
likewise could not have a ‘persona,’ that is, a juridical capacity (servus non habet 
personam). The struggle for recognition is therefore, the struggle for a mask, but 
this mask coincides with the personality that society recognises in every 
individual (or with the ‘personage’ that it makes of the individual with, at times, 
reticent connivance). (2010, 46)  

In Arendt’s (1976) understanding, the concept of persona works on a 

metaphorical level that comes from the theatrical mask’s relationship to the role one 

assumes in public life in relation to the private. In Agamben’s reading, persona as mask, 

comparably to my reading, is situated in a set of practices and techniques. This 

treatment is concerned precisely with a technique of comparison: a comparison of a 

technically produced image with the living body, a technique of validation of identity.  

Multiple techniques produce and reinforce the strata of societies through familial 

relationships, from name giving practices and inheritance to seals and family photos. 

These techniques become the primary means through which class differences as well as 

national belongings are registered. The likeness of the ancestor, in the case of the mask 

of the patrician, becomes a ghostly presence that facilitates the securing of the lineage. 

The function of comparison of the likeness, produced by technical means, seems to be 

central, from the very earliest cases to the most recent. This comparison of similarity is 
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something that the modern subject is subjected to in identification papers, the difference 

being that the comparison is between the referent image of a person and their embodied 

presence in front of the comparing apparatus.  

This may not be the mode of identification for the contemporary subject, but do 

techniques such as passport photography not function in a similar manner today? The 

early US passport detailed many traits of the person, such as their name, signature, and 

a physical description, accompanied by a photograph, along with a statement of its own 

authenticity as a document (Robertson 2010). Producing the likeness of the face of an 

ancestor for comparison corresponds to the contemporary practices of citizenship where 

the hereditary status of the person is key to the acquiring of a passport. 

The emergence of the passport photo enabled a comparison of the likeness of a 

person and added another capacity to the face, one relating to the movement of bodies 

across borders, a different level of rendering them members of particular groups. 

Groebner’s (2007) study, which was cited in the introduction in relation to the use of 

Ridolfo’s portrait, reminds us that in Early Modern Europe nations did not have a 

monopoly on the issuing of passports; they were an institution among others, such as 

the church and municipalities. As such there were multiple bodies that could grant 

multiple identities. This appears to have become a strictly nationalised issue around the 

time of the passport photo. Craig Robertson writes that in December 1914, the Secretary 

of State of the United States ‘issued an order requiring two unmounted photographs to 

be submitted with passport applications - one attached to the application, the second to 

be put on the passport…Photographs were introduced to make the passport a more 

accurate identification document in a time of war. The use of the passport in the name of 

national security also brought with it an increased concern to make the document more 

secure’ (2010, 80). The global wars brought with them specific techniques articulated 

with the state form, which stemmed from a desire to render the holders of these 

documents recognisably nationals of the countries.  

What Grant Bollmer argues in this regard further complicates the narrative. He 

writes: ‘older technologies, such as passports, create “selves” and “identities” divorced 

from the human body. These selves must be managed as representations that are 

simultaneously authentic, yet opposed to the “real” body’ (2016, 120). The level of this 

divorcement may be contested. For certain, passport photos historically did not have a 
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life of their own. They became useful and meaningful as a referent, something to 

compare to. Hence, the issue has less to do with identity as such than with the 

identifiability of the person carrying these papers.  

The persona’s denotation of a facial mask is certainly not incidental: the 

recognition and constitution of identity that is at stake in relation to personhood is 

attributed to the face. One can say, then, that the face as such is understood within a 

nature–culture continuum – whether you are talking about cultivation of performances 

or coming into relation with the other. 

 2.2 Historicity of the Face  

Which historical point may allow us to start talking about the technicity of the face? By 

building upon the exploration of the face as technical that was explored in the previous 

part, this section looks at the connection between the historical dimensions of the face 

through its visibility.  

To think about the questions regarding techniques may seem out of place at first 

when one is looking closely at the cultural significance of the face. But the basic 

concern that the discussions around technicity and cultural techniques share with what 

Marcel Mauss articulated in his ‘Techniques of the Body’ makes the connection clear: it 

is a ‘fundamental mistake of thinking that there is technique only when there is an 

instrument’ (1973, 75). Mauss refers here to those who limit the study of techniques to 

the study of ‘instruments.’ The lack of an instrument, a tool, in other words, does not 

mean that one beyond the boundaries of technical enquiry. The body and its way of 

being in the world is always-already technical. The virtualities of the body, its cultivated 

abilities, are themselves techniques, as repeated structures that are enacted by the body 

but are still external / irreducible to it. In this regard, one can reconsider the 

embodiment of images that Belting articulates in relation to cultivated abilities. The 

technique of the body that is performed through walking on two feet is, as it were, an 

embodiment of the image of the erect body that appears across the species.  

Such an approach makes it possible to read the face and its performances in 

continuity with exterior masks. ‘There is no humanity without arts [i.e. techne],’ writes 

John Durham Peters, ‘starting with the art of walking upright on two feet. We are 

already technical in mind and body’ (2011, 28). The acquired ability of being able to 
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walk upright – which granted a centrality to the face by cementing its location on the 

top of the body – is, from this angle, itself a technical accomplishment. 

Looking back from the contemporary perspective of this thesis, there seem to be 

at least two originary moments in the history of the face that made it such an 

identifiable and identifying body part. Bataille was one of the early writers, after 

Darwin and Freud, to recognise the significance for the expressivity of the body and its 

corporeal potentials of the acquisition of the ability to walk upright as a technique:  

The human anus secluded itself deep within flesh, in the crack of the buttocks, 
and it now forms a projection only in squatting and excretion. All the potential for 
blossoming, all the possibilities for the liberation of energy, now under normal 
conditions found the way open only toward the superior regions of the buccal 
orifices, toward the throat, the brain, and the eyes. The blossoming of the human 
face, gifted with the voice, with diverse modes of expression, and with the gaze, 
is like a conflagration, having the possibility of unleashing immense quantities of 
energy in the form of bursts of laughter, tears, or sobs; it succeeded the 
explosiveness that up to that point had made the anal orifice bud and flame. 
(2004, 77)  

Bataille’s concern in this passage is with how such a small part of the human body 

became the identifying part par excellence. Through narrativising this evolutionary 

passage, this account undoes the self-evidentiality of the face as a natural body part 

outside history. The history of the face from this angle is one that becomes legible 

through its relationship to the anal orifice in terms of expressivity.  

The face gains new functions after the advent of the ability to walk on two feet. 

According to a number of authors, from Darwin (1981) to Freud (2010), Leroi-Gourhan 

(1993) to Bataille (2004), Taussig (1999) to Stiegler (2011), bipedalism reinforced, if 

not actually catalysing, the primacy of the visual perception by establishing a corporeal 

hierarchy between vision and smell, the visual and the olfactory. The two main loci of 

vital flows, the orifices of the face and genitalia, had similar positions on the body of 

the quadrupedal ape. Bipedalism creates a condition in which sight becomes 

pronounced. 

The process through which the upright posture itself came about is widely 

imagined and presented as the image of human evolution, with its numerous iterations, 

ranging from scientific illustrations in textbooks to memes and clickbait imagery, 
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depicting the transition from quadrupedalism to bipedalism in terrestrial locomotion. 

The face was invested with new significances through this process, and to discuss it 

requires an elaboration of what has been come to be different.  

Recent literature on the origins of bipedal locomotion from anthropology and its 

interlocutor disciplines refutes the idea that the primacy of vision initiated and 

reinforced this transition. Carsten Niemitz’s (2010) exhaustive literature review on the 

scientific resources posits that any theory that attributes a single origin to this threshold 

fails to provide a satisfying explanation for the evolutionary advantage of sustained 

bipedalism and upright posture. This process can only be understood through an 

ecology of advantages in specific habitats. Nevertheless, my interest here is less in an 

explanation of why upright posture came into existence than with what kind of 

virtualities opened up for a body-erect.  

Recognising and differentiating from distance through the location of the head 

enables the primary mode of identifying the other. As such, the technique of the body-

erect reconfigures the spatial relationships between individualised bodies. The 

evolutionary advantage of having a point of view much higher than mammals of 

comparable sizes allowed the recognition of danger. There is also an immunological 

dimension to this: the distance between bodies in visually identifying each other, 

assured through enhanced sight, means that physical proximity is not a necessity – a 

point to which I return in Chapter 5 in relation to masking as a technique of managing 

spatial separation to avoid biological contagion in the case of the Ebola Virus Disease.  

The orifices that reside on the face sustain vital flows and the eyes make vision 

possible. But the front part of the head becomes the object of the gaze extended from 

this very locus, too. In other words, one both sees and is seen from this locality. The 

self-identification apparent here is also acknowledged by Sloterdijk: ‘The initial 

experience of faciality rests on the basic circumstance that humans who regard humans 

are themselves regarded by humans, and return to themselves by way of the sight of the 

other. In this sense the face, as vision, is the face, as visage, of the other’ (2011, 200). 

The location of the head alone does not ensure its visibility, its faciality. The 

head needs also to be reflecting light on its surface to become visible. The sun during 

the day supplies light, but the use of artificial light has added more potential to the face. 

The freeing of hands, with the emergence of bipedalism, one can argue, brought a 
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‘digital’ culture. Our digits (here fingers more than toes) gain more potential in relation 

to toolmaking as well as the manipulation of fire. The latter has been essential in 

enabling the technology of the torch, which is a primary cultural technique to enable the 

visibility of the face in dark environments. Techniques of lighting, then, are also very 

much present in the same history of freeing of the hands and extended capacity to 

manipulate objects.  

Hence the face, even before becoming a data-site, was conjoined with the issue 

of addressability. In the darkness of the night, for example, what we attribute to the face 

changes, as it ceases to emerge as a discernible and identifiable image. The advent of 

electric street-lighting changed again the (spatial and temporal) conditions through 

which the face of a person becomes identifiable to an observer. As Wolfgang 

Schivelbusch (1988) puts it, beginning in the 19th century the electric light 

disenchanted the night. The effect was not just on the immediate identifiability of the 

body; it also changed the urban landscape. In Night Walking (2015), Matthew Beaumont 

argues that (the criminality of) the night has for centuries been strictly policed in the 

urban landscape of London.  As such it makes a difference in the sphere of visibility, 14

which was altered dramatically in the last centuries. Noam Elcott’s (2016) argument is 

that the matter rests not just on electric lighting but a controlled manipulation of degrees 

of luminance – that is, artificial darkness is achieved through techniques of controlling 

the light.  

The visibility of the face is dependent on the availability of light that can reflect 

on its surface. The techniques of lighting, electric or not, make the face visible, and 

hence possible. Sean Cubitt argues that  

the history of invention in lighting technologies is extraordinarily brief: for 
millennia oil, fat and wax candles were the only lighting materials, and flame the 
only energy; their expense made darkness common for the poor majority… Only 
in the 1780s did mantles appear. Then the flood: limelight, arc light, gas lighting 
and incandescent electric light arrived hand in hand with the industrial city, its 
extension of the working day and its rush to produce new consumer rituals and 
needs in the illuminated windows of the department stores. (2013, 309) 

 Louis Althusser’s (1972) notion of interpellation is worth noting here in the importance of 14

addressability through physical proximity.
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The presence of light is as essential to the visibility of the face and its identifiability as 

bipedalism. Daylight and full moonlight supplied this visibility of the face before the 

invention of electric light, but they do not conquer all the times under the revolution of 

the Earth around the sun. 

The historically pronounced thresholds that rendered the face that this section 

has explored pertain to the potentials that opened up with the position of the face and 

the manipulation of light, which both came about with the upright posture. The front 

part of the head became a face within a history, which has to do with a technique of the 

body as well as techniques of controlling light. Considering these, the emergence of the 

face is both historical and technical. As such, the mask does not represent a break (or a 

cultural intrusion) in the ‘natural history’ of the face. Indeed, the mask’s historicity and 

technicity are already connected to those of the face since they are both understood 

through such historically specific techniques. In the next section I move from the 

conditions of visibility and turn to the role of the face and the mask in negotiating the 

public and the private. 

2.3 Persona: Between Public and Private  

If the building of the wall territorialises the political order through which the subject 

emerges, the practice of masking (in the sense of donning a persona) is the production 

of it on the level of the borders of the body. The political and the personal, the public 

and the private are constantly negotiated, and techniques are central in creating these 

lines and planes of demarcation. The central relationship that the notion of persona 

brings about is one between the public and the private.  

The distinctions between ‘a legal personality,’ the right-bearing body, and the 

‘politically irrelevant being’ explored in this section are pervasive in contemporary 

political debates (Arendt 1976, 106–7). Some of these debates happen in academia 

under the loose rubric of biopolitics, in (inter)national politics in regard to the regulation 

of human bodies both through and within the borders of nation states. The discussions 

on terms such as ‘refugee,’ ‘immigrant’ and ‘migrant’ are happening at a time when 

mass dislocations of peoples are not sufficiently accommodated by the neighbouring 
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nation states, nor the catalysts of such crises (Nail 2015).  On the other hand, within 15

the borders, non-citizens risk deportation to the degree that they are politically 

irrelevant, as is shown today across the US, the UK as well as the EU. The face in these 

cases is used to determine the identity and check whether these statuses are held by the 

bearer of that identity. The face in this sense is the addressable image attributable to the 

person and as such operates not so dissimilarly to a mask – a rigid addressable image. 

This leads us to a more fundamental discussion between the identifiable inclusion of 

individuals into what is deemed public life and what remains in the domain of the 

private.  

Looking back to the inscription on the portrait lid cited at the beginning of the 

chapter – sua cuique persona – one key word stands out, ‘persona,’ which brings forth 

various translations. Even beyond these translations, the word itself has meaningful 

ramifications pertaining to politics, (re)presentation and selfhood. Hannah Arendt posits 

that the distinctions between the notions of personhood, mask and role are 

fundamentally political and historical by invoking the very word persona:  

In its original meaning [persona] signified the mask ancient actors used to wear in 
a play… The mask as such obviously has two functions: it had to hide, or rather 
to replace, the actor’s own face and countenance, but in a way that would make it 
possible for the voice to sound through… The distinction between a private 
individual in Rome and a Roman citizen was that the latter had a persona, a legal 
personality, as we would say; it was as though the law had affixed to him the part 
he was expected to play on the public scene, with the provision, however, that his 
own voice would be able to sound through… Without his persona, there would be 
an individual without rights and duties, perhaps a ‘natural …man’…someone 
outside the range of the law and the body politic of the citizens, as for instance a 
slave – but certainly a politically irrelevant being. (1976, 106–7) 

The relationship between mask and person is itself archaic. To be a person, or 

better, to have ‘a legal personality,’ is to wear a mask, argues Arendt. A recognisable 

image enables the affixation of identity, which then permits the audible expressions 

of opinions. A mask, a discernible presence, assures recognition in the community 

but also enables the disguise, a withdrawal of certain parts of the self from the others. 

It functions by becoming a liminal site (a technology) of negotiation between the 

 Fortress Europe and the wall on the southern border of the US that Donald Trump proposes are 15

examples of how these boundaries permeate collective imaginaries on a discursive level before they 
materialise. 
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inside and the outside, the self and the non-self that can be donned and taken off. It 

is, as it were, a remediation of the borders of one’s house that separates the private 

from the public but operates on the borders of the body – more specifically, the 

frontal part of the head.   16

Considering these, a strict attribution of traits to liminal-objects in designating 

spheres of life seems limited, to say the least. An elaboration on these needs to take into 

account the conditions within which they were utilised is a necessary complement to 

such an approach. Thinking in these spatial (territorial) terms, however, opens up a 

space in which personhood can be imagined as relational and performative, as well as 

technical and technological. The face may not be the ultimate border but could 

nevertheless be seen as a mobile site of articulation of insides and outsides – maybe, 

more flexible than walls. 

In biopolitical theory, Arendt’s conceptualisation have been influential on 

Giorgio Agamben’s (1998) distinction between bios and zoe, the political life (the life 

proper) and life as such, respectively. Bios, as political life, is acquired only through 

coming into relation with the bearers of the same rights within the ‘public scene,’ by 

becoming a part of ‘the body politic of the citizens.’ Agamben follows the spatialised 

and spatialising thinking of Arendt. The bios is acquired by partaking in the life of the 

city, the polis, whereas the zoe is confined to the borders of the home, the oikos, as life 

as such, based on the animality and animation of the being. In other words, these realms 

of lives are separated from each other through physical differentiation as well as 

different ways of being. The aspect of physical differentiation finds a mobile 

instantiation in the mask, whereas the concept of the persona alludes to the difference 

between how one is in the structure of their home and within the city as part of a 

particular society.  

In the third volume of A History of Private Life, Nicole Castan notes that these 

two spheres, ‘public and private inevitably meet at a boundary’ (1989, 403). At first 

instance, there is a boundary between the city and the home. She refers to the words of 

the late 18th / early 19th-century French diplomat Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-

Périgord, who declares that ‘the citizen’s life must be walled off’ (1989, 403). The ones 

 Here I use remediation in reference to Grusin and Bolter’s (1999) conceptualisation to underline that 16

there is a medial function that is passed from one technology and scale to another in a recursive manner. 
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whose life should be ‘walled off’ are already defined by their relation to the others, they 

are ‘citizen[s],’ but what is it that should be kept from the other citizens? From this 

historical point of view, such separation is understood in territorial and defensive terms 

– building a wall around the self.  Castan’s study of public and private life in 17

Renaissance Europe illustrates that these categories, and the boundaries thereof, are not 

fixed at all but, indeed, constantly renegotiated. In the lives of the high nobility of the 

countries in question, for example, ‘nothing’ was private until the 17th century. Privacy 

as such emerges as a historical condition in relation to urban familial life, which still 

allowed for seclusions.  

Some argue that that threshold between the public and private may no longer 

exist, and no longer be viably retrievable. In their book Obfuscation: A User’s Guide for 

Privacy and Protest (2015) Finn Brunton and Helen Nissenbaum write about how the 

current discussions around the ‘loss’ of privacy may need to be considered in the 

context of the historical emergence of the very concept of privacy. In their mapping of 

the main approaches regarding the crisis of the concept and the condition, Brunton and 

Nissenbaum designate a body of literature that considers privacy ‘an outmoded idea…a 

two-century anomaly of Western industrialisation, the interregnum between village life 

and social media’ (2015, 45). Likewise, Wendy Chun posits that ‘privacy traditionally 

was considered a state of deprivation: in monarchial systems, “private” subjects, unlike 

public ones, could hold no power’ (2016, 11). The rise and fall of the concept of privacy 

is tied to specific historical or governmental thresholds. Hence, the face’s relationship to 

privacy pertains to such historically contingent factors.  

However, strict periodisations of this kind – denominating centuries as 

thresholds of the rise or fall of ideas – sweep away differences amongst the members of 

similar classes across geographies and even within households, between different 

genders and age groups. Family and home were not safe havens from the disciplinary 

customs of the society or the affixed roles of the city, but structures through which these 

roles were actually repeated and enforced. Children especially were subjected to strict 

disciplinary measures. ‘Liberty, like independence,’ Castan writes in a manner that 

evokes the Foucauldian notion of discipline, ‘is won first from the family’ (1989, 404). 

 This is a discursive strategy that we will see being employed by immunitarian conceptualisations of 17

modernity, too – that is, conceptualising immunity as a defence against the outside. 
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In this regard, her account on the lives of ten-year-old boys in Renaissance France is 

illustrative of how the division of public and private is constituted and enforced not only 

by the presence of doors and walls, but also performance. They must learn ‘how to 

conceal [their] true feelings’ as a part of their survival. They need to demonstrate their 

newly cultivated skills to the family in arithmetic, Latin and other subjects upon arrival 

to home, but they should also conceal their ‘libertine’ traits: ‘fondness for amusements, 

games, and good food’ (1989, 405–406) to keep up a certain image that maintains their 

freedoms. This speaks to earlier points about the performativity of persona within the 

household / oikos / private space as well. The family is not necessarily equivalent to the 

private. These spheres become articulated anew in each context with techniques – not 

just techniques of creating spatial differentiation but also techniques of the body, how 

they are presented in particular contexts and surroundings.  

There is also a case to be made, then, about the earlier remediation argument: it 

is not the borders of the body that mimic the function of the walls of the home and the 

city, but at least equally the opposite. These levels operate in a recursive manner. 

Presentation and disguise, revealing and concealing are reproduced at the level of the 

body and the location of that body in the politicised territory. The relationship between 

the mask and the body here is connected to the capacity of the former to obfuscate a 

spectrum of expressions of the latter. The body’s cultivation of behaviours, that might 

conform to the communal or rebel against it, is itself a technical feat that is articulated 

through the idea of mask not as an object but as performance, an embodied technique. 

To not perform ‘naturally,’ as it were, with one’s face through such cultivated capacity is 

possible through claiming another face, a face that is seemingly conforming. In the 

context of family and the parent–child relationship, such performances are, indeed, a 

matter of life and death, since the children’s basic life needs are often met in the context 

of the family. The ability to present and perform a certain figure is a vital technique that 

is articulated with the idea of biopolitics as the disciplining of the body in acceptable 

ways.  

The condition of women in certain classes in Renaissance France complicates 

things even further, for their lives were almost solely confined to the borders of the 

house. As such, it is almost ‘paradoxical’ to talk about a private life if one employs the 

definition of the house as a strict marker of the private (Castan 1989, 407). Although 
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such limitations unsettle the working definitions of being a part of the political, women 

had their own communities with whom they socialised, exchanged goods and money 

(mostly without the knowledge of the men), and where, in Castan’s words, ‘they could 

drop their masks’ (1989, 411). The women in the household, then, also performed a 

certain role through embodying an image corresponding to the expectations of others. 

The notion of the non-political sphere of the house, as a place in which one can exist 

without a mask, is a limited one. As explored, politics continues to operate within the 

family, since the family itself is a unit within society, and not necessarily a natural 

(given) formation. In any case, the relationship between the private and the public 

cannot be reduced to these spheres.  

The notion of persona is both articulated with specific techniques of and relating 

to the body, certain modes of performance and rendering the likeness of the face. The 

next section turns to the notion of addressability as a key technique through which 

individuals are rendered as such and integrated into the broader regimes of 

governmentality.  

 2.4. Techniques of Addressability 

This section looks at the relationship between the visibility of the face and the 

identifiability of a person through techniques of addressability. As explored in the 

previous section, likenesses were used politically to produce addressable individuals. 

The face itself is, in my reading, a technique of presenting an addressable image that is 

attributed to a particular person. The rigidness of these captures renders them 

addressable while at the same time making them something other than that living body.  

Any capturing of the likeness of the face, making it legible and establishing 

ownership over it may be rendering it a mask. In this way even the most quotidian 

photographic portraiture is a mask since it creates a rigid likeness of a face that comes, 

from the time it is taken, to be increasingly separated by time from this originary 

moment of capture.  Death masks, like photography, offer the substituted presence of 18

the absent subject of the work – hence, conjuring it up on the materiality of the medium. 

Bollmer and Guinness (2018) recognise this relationship in relation to the afterlife of 

 Macho (2013, 37) points out a word that refers both to ghosts and masks: larva. Although such 18

meanings are not present in the contemporary English language, the OED offers the following etymology 
‘from Latin, literally “ghost, mask.”’ 
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media: ‘Every photograph shows us death in the future anterior… The photograph 

resurrects its object in perpetuity, a material marker of light reflecting off of the body, 

etched through the mechanism of the camera and the chemical reaction of film 

developer. The photograph is a sign of human death with a temporality that is 

inhuman’ (82). Belting wrote about the primacy of the mask in the anthropology of 

images in relation to the preservation of the image of the death. If one looks at such 

dissonance between the face as it resides on the body and its technical capturing, it 

becomes clear that this fascination is not restricted to death masks but extends to the 

photographic. The temporal dissonance characterises the technicity of the face: an 

addressable image of the face can only be attained as a temporary one – as a mask. 

For the living themselves, these technical productions of the likeness maintain a 

certain image of identity. This becomes quite literal in their use in identification papers 

where, for a long time, one’s identity was assessed by (among other things) a 

comparison of the photograph to the embodied person. Now, fingerprints, considered as 

s‘biometrics’ and a body sign, continue to be a pivotal and reliable sign for 

identification. Biometric ID papers that some need to carry contain this information, 

along with photographic identification. Similarly, death masks may be considered an 

early sign of the body on non-human materiality. This is one of the central hypotheses 

of this section that I will explore with analyses into practices and techniques of 

addressability. 

The concept of an addressable individual who is differentiated from the rest 

through their identifying properties is increasingly becoming a contested way of 

thinking in relation to emergent techniques of surveillance. Biometrics is a way of 

grouping these as it is the primary way in which the movements of bodies are regulated 

through and within national borders in the present. Agamben sees the switch to 

biometrics in identification as a total loss of agency over persona(lity):  

If my identity is now determined by biological facts – that in no way depend on 
my will, and over which I have no control – then the construction of something 
like personal ethics becomes problematic. What relationship can I establish with 
my fingertips or with my genetic code? How can I take on, and take distance 
from, such facts? The new identity is an identity without the person, as it were, in 
which the space for ethics as we used to think of it loses its sense and must be 
thought through again from the ground up… The reduction of man to a naked life 
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today is such a fait accompli that it is by now the basis of the identity the state 
recognises in its citizens. As the deportees to Auschwitz no longer had either a 
name or a nationality, and were by then only the numbers that had been tattooed 
on their arms, so the contemporary citizens lost in an anonymous mass and 
reduced to the level of potential criminals, are defined by nothing other than 
biometric data and, ultimately…their DNA. (2010, 52)  

Agamben’s main concern in this context is that he may not have the same 

agency over his body and its markers. However, it is valuable to consider to what extent 

this was viable to a person of non-European-male-bourgeois status. Were not Cesare 

Lombroso’s efforts to establish the inherent inferiority of the subaltern through 

measuring of the skull gesturing towards a similar condition? (Lombroso 2006). The 

gendered, racialised, stigmatised and othered bodies in general were defined throughout 

the processes of colonisation by their differences to the body deemed normal – in this 

European context the white male.  19

Alphonse Bertillon’s system of criminal identification historically employed 

anthropometry for comparable projects by creating catalogues of measurements of body 

parts that correspond certain traits (National Library of Medicine n.d.). The subaltern’s 

agency over their bodies in these contexts, where they are subjected to metrics, is 

contested to say the least. Does this lead to a question of the impossibility of ethics for 

the ‘people’ who both have limited agency in articulation because of limitations of 

access to certain means, but also, and more importantly, are seen as devoid of such 

agency?  Biometrics today indeed changes the terms of discussion for many, but there 20

is a case to be made that the change is one of intensity and degree, rather than of quality. 

The persona’s crisis is not a historical break, then, but the extension and application of 

colonial and carceral techniques to citizens at large.  

Another aspect that Agamben’s passage illustrates is the centrality of the address 

and addressability. ‘Personality defines the place of the individuals’ (2010, 46). This 

 I expand on this in Chapter 5 in relation to the stigmatisation of West African bodies in the Ebola 19

epidemic. 

 Agamben’s concern here could be seen as his failure to imagine an ethics outside the category of the 20

‘human.’ I note here Rosi Braidotti’s call for a posthuman ethics as a pertinent response to this line of 
thinking: her ‘vitalist brand of materialism could not be further removed from the Christian affirmation of 
Life or the transcendental delegation of the meaning and value system to categories higher than the 
embodied self. Quite the contrary, it is the intelligence of radically immanent flesh that states with every 
single breath that the life in you is not marked by any master signifier and it most certainly does not bear 
your name. The awareness of the absolute difference between intensive or incorporeal affects and the 
specific affected bodies that one happens to be is crucial to affirmative posthuman ethics’ (2013, 138). 
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may be taken as both a more topological usage, as their place in the socio-economic 

hierarchy, or class; but also quite literally, physical address, as territorialised marker of 

their place in society. The question can be reformulated as one of addressability in the 

present, where the potentiality of the concept of the nomos is not confined to the borders 

of nation states.  

New technologies such as distributed computational structures are architectures 

that cannot be understood within the context of single nation states. Ryan Bishop 

recently engaged with this unsettling of boundaries that autonomous systems pose 

through the concept of the ‘protean nomos’ (2017, 290–305). Indeed, the nomos is not 

as easily established as the maps of earlier centuries. The power’s territorialisation 

works not only horizontally but also vertically, on different layers. Benjamin H. 

Bratton’s book The Stack takes up the issue of addressability, in a similar spirit, by 

looking at the geographical and computational addresses (2015, 205–7). The face as a 

data point emerges as also a somewhat reliable address in itself – associating the user 

with their devices, and IP addresses. Subtler couplings of information are given with 

consent on ‘social media’ websites, and the legislation surrounding personally 

identifiable information (PII) has limited control over these. 

Zach Blas problematised ‘the appropriation of identity as a means of control by 

neoliberal policies and digital surveillance’ (2016, 150). There are risks that are 

associated with this understanding of the addressable individual, an image that is 

constructed by ‘bits’ and pieces to fit into preconceived categories, normative 

taxonomies: ‘the assumption of a generic subject frequently excludes or neglects to 

address minority groups. Alternately, a feminist and queer opacity not only operates as a 

tactical evasion of the gaze of digital machines, like drones and biometric systems, but 

also accounts for the specificities of subjects – and their particular relationalities of 

concealment and visibility’ (Blas 2016, 150). The problem here again is not a ‘new’ one, 

in the sense of being novel. The ‘generic subject’ indeed is a historical construct that 

extends from anthropometrics to biometrics.  

However, algorithmic surveillance with its dispersed optic reach does bring 

another dimension to proximity and consent. According to Jenny Edkins, ‘The face is 

more useful than other biometrics because it seems less obtrusive – it recognises people 

the way other people do – and it allows for a recognition from a distance, without the 
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knowledge or the consent of the subject’ (2015, 99; emphasis added). This presents a 

significant case in comparison to other techniques of screening that utilise distance: the 

screening of patients with contagious infections needs to be managed from an 

‘immunising’ distance, too. The change that comes historically in relation to rendering 

the front part of the head a face through capturing the likeness is a temporal one, in the 

sense of the temporality of the capture.  

The use of facial recognition software in actual pursuit of ‘suspects’ may still be 

limited. Kelly Gates (2011) has long argued that despite the media’s portrayal of the 

omniscience and omnipotence of facial recognition machinery, the accuracy is limited at 

best and there are significant practical challenges to establishing an all-encompassing 

surveillance mechanism. Edkins (2015) follows Gates’s lead in her analysis of the 2011 

London riots. Although phrases such as ‘we have your face’ and ‘their faces are known’ 

were uttered by both police and politicians, and circulated by media organisations, the 

faces were not known by the surveillance apparatus in place to the degree that was 

imagined. The actual input from facial recognition technology was small in comparison 

to the more traditional sources, and it was not only their faces by which people were 

identified: their gait, clothing and tattoos were also used (2015, 97–99). These 

techniques operate not only through identifying individuals but also themselves as 

fictions of their perceived functionality.  

In a special 2015 issue of Science magazine devoted to the topic of privacy, John 

Bohannon writes about growing concerns under the title ‘Unmasked.’ The piece is a 

partial response to Facebook’s ‘DeepFace [algorithm, which claims to]: Close the Gap 

to Human-Level Performance in Face Verification.’ Advanced techniques of algorithmic 

identification are complemented by laws that have appeared all around the world. The 

choice of title is accurate and revealing. The face before the emergence of such an 

omnipresent and omniscient system of surveillance (or at least as it is presumed to be, 

as Gates notes) imagined here as masked. What is lost in this line of thinking, however, 

is the very mask-quality of the face. In other words, if we are unmasked we might as 

well say we are defaced. Face is no longer an image per se for human recognition, but a 

set of data points, a site through which metrics are generated and the individuals are 

rendered dividual. This is what Deleuze elaborates in ‘Postscript on the Societies of 

Control..’ In disciplinary societies there were two poles of identification: ‘the signature 
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that designates the individual,’ and ‘administrative numeration’ to assign their position 

within the ‘mass’ (1992, 5). With control societies, the paradigm of individuals become 

dividualised, grouped in various ways that may be mutually incompatible. Identity 

politics similarly takes a blow in this sense, with its incorporation to the neoliberal 

machinery as the identities declared on social media platforms function as keywords in 

databases through which users are targeted.  

With these issues, the face becomes a fixed image that one needs to display at all 

times. This is enforced visibly in public spaces and political gatherings. In the first few 

days of Occupy Wall Street, five activists were charged with violation of a (revitalised) 

150-year-old law that banned the use of masks in gatherings (Gardiner and Firger 2011). 

Canada passed its own new law in 2013 that decrees up to 10 years of imprisonment for 

the same action (RT 2013). In March 2015 the Turkish parliament passed a security bill 

that foresees three to five years of imprisonment for any individual ‘who conceals or 

partially conceals their face during a demonstration or public assembly that turns into 

propaganda for a terrorist organisation’ (Human Rights Watch 2014) Similar laws that 

police the visibility of the face also exist in countries such as France (Assemblée 

Nationale 2010) and Denmark (Mills 2010). The issue of addressability may be a tool 

through which these relations may be navigated – whether one is talking about the being 

an addressable individual, physical addresses or the IPs.  

This chapter explored the technical status of the mask through its relationship to 

the face. The face and the mask are connected to each other beyond their spatial 

proximity. They are both addressable images, informed by techniques of the body and 

producing likenesses of that body. But maybe more crucially in the context of this 

chapter, the face and the mask are concepts. The technicity and historicity of the face 

closely articulate the concept of the face with that of the mask, to a degree that one 

could say there is no face without the mask nor the mask without the face. These 

concepts emerge together operationally from materially and historically specific 

techniques. The next chapter turns from concepts to specific practices that unsettle and 

explore the borders articulated through these concepts. As such, its domain is artistic 

practice that pertains to the status and the function of the face and the mask in 21st 

century visual cultures.  
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3. Thinking with Practices: Contemporary Art and the Mask 

The image above, on the left, is contemporary British artist Gillian Wearing’s 2009 

reproduction of the iconic self-portrait of Robert Mapplethorpe, entitled Me as 

Mapplethorpe (fig.3.1), which is a part of Wearing’s ‘Spiritual Family’ series. Next to it 

stands the original by Mapplethorpe: Self Portrait (fig.3.2). The original photographic 

self-portrait is dated 1988, two years after Mapplethorpe was diagnosed with AIDS and 

a year before he died from related complications (Morrisroe 1995, 335). In his self-

portrait Mapplethorpe engages the topic of death directly. Captured in monochrome 

film, the top of the cane he is holding is a chrome skull that shines on the top of his 

hand – not as pale as his skin, not as dark as the background. His bodily presence itself 

is largely reduced to just his face, due to the black turtleneck jumper that he is wearing. 

His face establishes itself on the ground – his body is completely subsumed into the 

black background – leaving only his face and hands as body parts, with his cane as an 

extension of that body.  

fig.3.1 Gillian Wearing, Me as Mapplethorpe, 
2009: Collection Mario Testino © Gillian 

Wearing. Courtesy of Maureen Paley, London, 
Regen Projects, Los Angeles and Tanya Bonakdar 

Gallery.

fig.3.2 Robert Mapplethorpe, Self Portrait, 1988, 
photograph, gelatin silver print on paper: 

ARTIST ROOMS Tate and National Galleries of 
Scotland.
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 Wearing’s interpretation is quite similar to the original. It keeps the 

composition, the colour and the framing of Mapplethorpe’s piece. It has both an eerie 

semblance of it and a fundamental difference, which is obvious even without a direct 

comparison with the original: Wearing’s eyes, and their location, gazing at the camera. 

This accentuates the function of the photographic portraiture as masking, by rendering 

everything outside the area of the eye a frame. In other words, the entire image becomes 

a uniform layer on top of the area of the eyes – a composite mask, as it were. And it is 

only through this roundabout way that one realises that she has donned a mask for the 

photo shoot.  

 Wearing’s works demonstrate an explicit dialogue with the mask not only as an 

object on display but also as an image to be embodied by the artist for the execution of 

photographic self-portraiture. Just as she did for all the other works in the ‘Spiritual 

Family’ series, Wearing first produced a mask for this work, which she subsequently 

donned for her own photographic (re)production. The composite materiality of her 

mask, including silicone for the front of the head and organic materials such as hair, 

translates into a high degree of likeness with the original photograph. The act of 

performing the image becomes a profound gesture of embodiment that includes multiple 

considerations, including what actually constitutes the ‘self’ in a self-portrait.  

 The thread between the death mask and photography that was delineated in 

Chapter 2 is another consideration that this contemporary use of the mask brings to 

mind. Is Wearing’s mask of Mapplethorpe, in a sense, a death mask? It may not have 

been produced from his actual head at the time of death, but it is still a production of his 

likeness post-mortem. This, in turn, brings us to two, more general considerations: 

whether this contemporary appropriation of the death mask is about identity or the 

avoidance of identity; and whether the relationship between the mask and the face can 

be approached through a consideration of temporality / temporal dissonance.  

 After all, any image of the face, captured by technical means, is captured at a 

particular moment, a moment that can never be repeated (Belting 2017, 165–166). As 

the face will go on to change while the captured image will remain more or less the 

same, this technical image and the face itself are always separated by time, turning any 

such image into a type of mask – an image that stands for the face rather than being an 

image of the face (Steimatsky 2017, 81–82). Therefore it is possible to use such 



  !     66

technical images as masks on one’s own face as Wearing does in some of her other 

artworks with masks. One could go further and claim that the temporal dissonance turns 

the image of the face not only into a mask, but a death mask, insofar as it is taken at a 

moment that is now gone forever, in other words dead, buried in time.  

 This chapter aims to perform a thinking with contemporary practices of 

masking in artistic contexts by focusing on the material and aesthetic relations of 

masking. Artists engage with and reflect on a range of issues in their works, which 

contain, through direct quotations as well as allusions, transhistorical links with other 

artworks and artists, a methodology not far removed from theory. Hence, more than 

objects of analyses, this chapter intends to engage in a dialogue with the works in the 

same manner that it does with theory – a thinking with practices. As such, it does not 

treat the mask as symptomatic of a certain historical moment. The mask is approached 

as an array of techniques that actively produces particular relations between the body 

and its surroundings rather than emerging from those relationalities. Thinking with 

practices affords a point of view that goes beyond a teleological framework that limits 

itself to the historical presences of the mask as the limits of what a face / mask can be. 

In doing so, it undermines the givenness of what-is and moves the discussion to an 

exploration of what-can-be. Hence, this methodological gesture is inherently political in 

its exploration of other ways to be.  

 This chapter does two things. First, it engages with portraiture (mostly 

photographic) as a practice of masking. In this sense it is a direct continuation of the 

themes introduced in the previous chapter, taking both portrait and photography as 

masks. Hans Belting’s studies of the face and the mask (2011; 2017), which I will draw 

on throughout this chapter, are a key way in which these connections are established, 

and as such the chapter both draws on the relationship established by his theories and 

explores its limits vis-à-vis the framework of the project, as it pertains to issues of 

immunity and the body. Chapter 2 looked at the historical emergence of the face / mask 

in relation to the concept of persona and issues relating to the negotiation of the private 

and the public on the scale of the body. This chapter takes this discussion further by 

assessing specific engagements with the face and the mask that further unsettle the 

rigidity of these concepts as affixed to a certain part of the body and / or a category of 

objects.  
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 3.1 Mask as a Technique of Temporal Capture of the Face 

Belting situates the anthropology of the image in the image of the dead. The production 

of the images in media, in his view, is connected to the creation of artefacts with which 

one can remember the deceased person / body (2011, 27). On the very basic level, the 

face (if one equates it to the front part of the head) is constituted by ever-changing 

physiological matter. Its appearance does not only vary over the years, i.e. through 

ageing, but also from day to day depending on a list of psychological factors as well as 

what is situated upon it and constitutive of its surface. Belting finds this temporal 

dissonance between the photographed and the photograph essential to the form: ‘the 

frame is the symbol for the interval of time that separates the viewer from every 

photograph he gets to see. The subject of the photograph can never again occupy the 

very same space before the camera’ (2017, 165). The frame of a photographic portrait 

separates the captured image of the face from an embodied one by, at the same time, 

capturing and marking this capture. It both differentiates and is a symbol of this 

differentiation. Further, Belting emphasises that ‘the frame that encloses a face in a 

picture is not only an external frame marking the format of the photographic print but 

also a symbolic frame, within which we perceive someone as picture’ (2017, 165).  

 When we move from photography to the mask, the very possibility of donning 

and doffing the mask itself temporalises its effects. Its life on bodies, so to say, is 

always temporary and not necessarily in synchronicity with that of the physiological 

materiality. In other words, a person’s head and a mask that may be situated on it almost 

always decompose at different speeds.  

 The techniques of the death mask and portrait photography that I explored in the 

previous chapter become enmeshed in Mapplethorpe’s portrait. By considering the 

process of the production of this image it is possible to say that, in creating his self-

portrait, Mapplethorpe is doing more than just creating a memento mori, and is in fact 

producing his death mask before his physiological decomposition. A death mask, that is, 

as an artefactual remains of the likeness of the face – in this case a photograph. 

Wearing, then, takes this photograph, which is for all practical purposes already a death 

mask, to create a mask from it, then dons it to reproduce the first photograph. Friedrich 

Kittler noted that ‘ghosts, a.k.a. media, cannot die at all. Where one stops, another 

somewhere begins’ (1999, 130). The image is transgressive of particular media, and the 
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technique of maintaining it finds new forms. As Kittler comments, what is embodied in 

images ‘dies not in the no-man’s-land between the trenches but in that of technological 

reproducibility’ (1999, 130).  

 Wearing’s donning of a ‘death mask’ for a self-portrait that is a reproduction of 

an earlier self-portrait, then, might be read as reframing the death as rebirth. This rebirth 

theme accords with this piece’s belonging to the artist’s ‘Spiritual Family’ series. The 

baby-blue colour of the frame, which Wearing’s gallery posits as an obligatory part of 

the work in any reproduction and display, also resonates with the theme of rebirth. 

Wearing not only conjures the likenesses of her chosen kin through photographic 

reproduction but also literally embodies their absent presence by donning of the masks 

of their images: a technical embodiment, a becoming (with) another body. Her body 

itself becomes the material substitute for the absent body of Mapplethorpe.  The body 21

becomes a medium in perhaps the most primal sense of the word – an intermediary to 

channel the image of a dead person.  The possibility of a body inhabited by others 22

through the mask speaks to both performance and a kind of cybernetic understanding of 

compositeness made possible through technical prosthesis. 

 The composition here is achieved through the capturing of the likeness of the 

decomposing body. To be a biological body is to inhabit a process of decomposition. 

The portrait, the photograph, the mask can all be considered a means to capture a 

fleeting moment of this body and render it (temporarily) immune to this inevitable 

decomposition. Here we have composition as an immunisation against decomposition, 

which underlines the fact that the living organism itself is nothing but an emergent 

composition.  What is seen as a question of circulation of the image through its 23

technical reproduction, à la Walter Benjamin (2008), finds a counterpart here as 

‘technical immunisation.’  

 Belting (2011, 9–36) established this as the fundamental capacity of the body in embodying images, 21

that is, providing a material substitute to the image as a biological medium. 

 For an exploration of body as medium also see Bernadette Wegenstein (2006) and Philip Saransin 22

(2007).

 Donna Haraway in her recent book Staying with the Trouble declares that she is not a posthumanist but 23

‘a compostist’ because: ‘Critters – human and not – become-with each other, compose and decompose 
each other, in every scale and register of time and stuff in sympoietic tangling, in ecological evolutionary 
developmental earthly worlding and unworlding’ (2016, 97).
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 The eminent immunologist Jan Klein (1982) defined immunology as the 

‘science of self-nonself discrimination.’ Immunity is the means through which the body 

is separated from an outside that may be hostile to it, the realm of the other. It is the 

process of differentiating the self from something other than the self, which might be in 

opposition to the self. This differentiation is vital in the primary sense of the word, a 

matter of life and death. Immune deficiency arises when there is an inability to 

differentiate the self from the other, when the self attacks a part of itself as non-self in a 

vain attempt to protect itself from itself.  

The fact that Mapplethorpe was suffering from Acquired Immune Deficiency 

Syndrome (AIDS) at the time of his self-portrait becomes significant in this regard. 

Here we have a body dying due to the inability to differentiate its self from the non-self, 

which is being represented as the self in the portrait that will survive the body after it is 

gone, or rather reduced to a skeleton. 

 And in donning the death mask of Mapplethorpe, Wearing is creating a 

composition that makes it impossible to distinguish the self from the non-self. The type 

of the self-portrait here is peculiar to the degree that it visibly disrupts the term ‘self’ 

within it. Here the self, to put it simply, is not self-centred. The composite-self presented 

by this piece gestures towards a becoming with (other) – and alloy identity. 

Mapplethorpe’s likeness takes over the one of Wearing’s – who is the executing artist. It 

is as if Wearing is framing Mapplethorpe’s ‘immune deficiency’ on a symbolic level, by 

making herself indistinguishable from the other, namely, Mapplethorpe. Here the 

‘immune deficiency’ does not consider the inside as outside, the self as hostile to itself, 

but on the contrary welcomes the other into the self, to give new birth to it and to invite 

the viewer to let its guard down against the militaristic understanding of rendering 

oneself immune by drawing up walls of defence around the self.  

Haraway, during the height of the AIDS epidemic itself, remarked, in relation to 

Golub’s and Gershon’s immunological model that establishes itself through the 

harmonic unity of a symphony:  

The joke of single masterly control of organismic harmony in the symphonic 
system responsible for the integrity of ‘self’ has become a kind of postmodern 
pastiche of multiple centres and peripheries, where the immune music that the 
page suggests would surely sound like nursery school space music. All the actors 
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that used to be on the stage-set for the unambiguous and coherent biopolitical 
subject are still present, but their harmonies are definitely a bit problematic. 
(1991, 207)  

In dialogue with Simone de Beauvoir’s remark on becoming woman, Haraway 

posits ‘bodies, then, are not born; they are made.’ The update is clear against this 

background: ‘one is not born an organism. Organisms are made; they are constructs of a 

world-changing kind. The constructions of an organism’s boundaries, the job of the 

discourses of immunology, are particularly potent mediators of the experiences of 

sickness and death for industrial and post industrial people’ (1991, 208). Rather than 

isolating the body’s immunity system as a solely physiological reality and 

conceptualising through that, we may go forward with investigating how its ‘discourses’ 

mediate our relations to one another. The self-portraiture as a technique, then, may be 

read in relation to this: what is included and excluded in the composition that articulates 

it with self. Selves ‘are made’ through these acts of composition that arrange materials 

and symbols. To establish a dialogue again with Haraway, bodies are ‘material-semiotic 

generative nodes’ (1988, 595). Bodies are produced as temporary objects through 

material-semiotic composites (Haraway 2016).  

Mapplethorpe’s piece and Wearing’s series are significant inasmuch as they 

embody the entanglement and the inseparability of these domains in a single image: the 

self and the non-self. It might be said that self-portraiture always complicates the self / 

non-self differentiation, as the model and the artist become one. However, this 

complication is more a splitting of the self than a welcoming of the other through 

masking. In another series of her photographs entitled ‘Family Album,’ Wearing dons 

the masks of her blood kin, from grandparents to parents. This makes this theme 

becomes more pronounced, since her blood kin are already a part of her. They are tied 

to her through the chain of genetic inheritance. In a sense she is already a composite 

made up of different parts of her kin, and her face bears resemblances to all of theirs. 

Therefore, donning the mask is a visual underlying of what is already at work and an 

expansion of the temporal dimension, to include generations whilst rendering visible the 

compositeness of the self.  

The trace of the other within the self is an aspect of the original portrait of 

Mapplethorpe as well. Although this piece is entitled ‘Self-portrait,’ the shot was taken 
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by the artist’s younger brother Edward, who is also a photographer, and was helped by 

the studio assistant Brian English (Morrisroe 1995, 334–336). According to 

Mapplethorpe’s biographer, the decision to leave his face slightly out of focus was 

Edward’s (Morrisroe 1995, 335). Here the question of the self in the self-portrait arises 

from another angle, and the number of ‘selves’ involved in the final composite figure of 

Wearing increases.  

In fact, the context in which Wearing’s work has been exhibited multiplies the 

number of artists that resonate in this single self-portrait, as well as multiplying the 

temporal dissonance that Belting has found so central to portrait photography. Behind 

the Mask, Another Mask at the National Portrait Gallery in London (March 9–May 29, 

2017) brought together and put into dialogue the work of Wearing and French artist 

Claude Cahun, who was 69 years her senior. By creating such a dialogue between 

distinct artists, one of the first emergent effects is that of the ambiguity of the identity in 

artistic production and exhibition. Since the exhibition itself was organised in 

collaboration with Wearing, she was not only a part of this dialogue but its initiator, 

positioning Cahun among her spiritual family. She was another ‘other’ that Wearing 

refuses to markedly differentiate from her self.  

The exhibition was divided into rooms with both thematic and temporal 

concerns, ranging from issues of gender and ancestry to the works of artists from 

particular periods. The way of dividing these rooms itself creates a taxonomy of 

individuation. The very spatiality of the museum and physical display create a material 

instantiation of a situation through which tensions that have to do with differentiating 

temporalities and identities become legible in space. Wearing’s works display an overt 

dialogue with the mask not only as an object on display but also as an image to be 

embodied by the artist for the execution of photographic self-portraiture.  

The title of the exhibition was a quotation of something Cahun said in 1930: 

‘under this mask another mask, I shall never finish removing all these faces’ (cited in 

Howgate 2017, 6). Here Cahun implies that her faces in different temporalities are 

already masks before they are even frozen in photography. In fact, photography seems 

to be a means of removing the mask, and Wearing dons the masks that have been 

discarded in this way.  
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fig.3.3 Claude Cahun, Self Portrait (head between hands), c.1920. 

  

Cahun’s ‘Self-Portrait (Head between Hands)’ shows the extent to which 

photographic portraiture may render the face a mask through posing. In this photo 

Cahun is merely posing with her head between her hands, but coupled with the direction 

of the lighting, this gives the impression that her face is in fact a mask. One of the 

curators of the NPG, Sarah Howgate remarks in the catalogue of the exhibition that in 

this piece ‘it is as though [Cahun] is holding a mask of her face. As Wearing comments: 

‘It’s almost like she’s in a Greek play, and she’s put the head on. You can almost detach 

it from the body. Because the hands look real, the body looks real – but the face 

“doesn’t”’ (2017, 24).  

This ‘mask-ness’ of the face renders it transferable and the exhibition contains 

masks made from Cahun’s self-portraits that Wearing dons for her own reproductions. 

Indeed the first photograph in the exhibition is a reproduction by Wearing of a self-

portrait of Cahun, in which she presented herself as a circus character. Cahun presents 

herself as someone else as a self-portrait, and Wearing presents herself as Cahun 

presenting herself as someone else, and the self becomes a composite of all three.  

Cahun does not use literal masks like Wearing does, but all the same, her self-

portraits technically enmesh the self with the other. A similar engagement is to be found 

in Cahun’s self-portrait of 1919, which emulates a portrait of her father from 1917 
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(2017, 37–38). The familial likeness is accentuated by Cahun’s short hair, her posture 

and pose, and the framing. The chiaroscuro of the monochrome film is balanced through 

the subjects at the centre of the photographs both facing rightwards – the dark and the 

unknown towards which the linearity of time travels on the x axis – and their brighter 

back is illuminated by the reflection of light from the top of their heads. In Cahun’s 

case, the embodiment of the image of the other is also through technical composition 

and performance alike. The point is not just a similar engagement between the two 

artists, but also the connection they create over time between different people and how 

they deal with some of these issues with materially / technically / technologically 

specific practices.  

However, not all of Wearing’s work that was included in the exhibition at the 

National Portrait Gallery had to do with donning the mask of those she declared to be 

her spiritual or literal kin. She also produces masks of herself in other ages, older and 

younger, and dons these masks to create works in which she poses as her past or future 

selves. The year of the work and its title work together to create the dissonance in these 

masterfully composed images, where every aspect but the eyes and their vicinity 

produces a convincing presentation of the artist in that age and time.  

Wearing’s work is a testament that neither the donning of masks nor the 

assuming of another’s phase or pose is necessary to underline the mask-like qualities of 

photographic portraiture, qualities that depend to a greater extent on the temporal 

difference between the captured image and the ever-evolving face, than they do on the 

similarities between the one face and the other. The 250 self-portraits she took with a 

Polaroid camera between 1988 and 2005 are a case in point. Part of Wearing’s 

fascination itself is about the status of the photograph as document: ‘it was about all 

those incremental changes that happen in your face and attitude’ (2017, 43). 

Documenting the self in its ever-transitionary states allows her to access her likenesses 

in certain moments and reproduce them in other contexts.  

This makes all the more sense in relation to Cahun’s own practice of self-

portraiture, which coincides with not just the early years of passport photography but 

also the Holocaust. In a strip of two nearly identical photos – an artefact that is dated to 

sometime in the 1930s – Cahun poses with her star-shaped pin on the chest of her coat. 

The face becomes meaningful in an ecology of signs and here the difference codifies the 
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ethno-religious attribution of the artist as being Jew.  From our historical vantage point, 24

considering the role of the star of David in ‘cataloguing’ and administering bodies under 

the Nazi regime, it becomes an image of clear identification. The point here is about the 

archiving and storage of faces as archival / documentary. This leads back to questions of 

immunity and state form.  

Liam Young, in his book that surveys listing as a key cultural technique across 

cultures through millennia, cites list-making as a key part of Nazi governmentality, in 

creating distinctions that ‘came to constitute a unique way of seeing and doing in their 

own right’ involving ‘fracturing ‘threatening populations’ from ‘healthy populations.’ 

The list was at the heart of these schisms that marked modern Nazi governmentality – 

healthy || diseased; Aryan || Jew; us || them – serving the delimitation and policing of 

abnormal cases in populations; installing caesuric social fractures’ (Werbin 2008 cited 

in Young 2017, 33; emphasis original). Such practices of differentiation manifested not 

only through listing as such but also through a symbolic regime of cataloguing bodies 

via visual markers of identity on garments.  

The portrait contains the marking of the denial of persona as bios here, parallel 

to Agamben’s (1998) understanding of bios as politically qualified life, through a sign 

of an exclusive inclusion. To be sure, the bodies that are marked with this sign were to 

be divorced from the body politic, political participation as well as representation. The 

bodies that are to be physically separated from the body politic are first pushed outside 

by this regime of signs. The stripping off of the rights comes through the putting on 

marks.  

Here the losing of the self among the selves of the ancestors has a less liberating 

meaning. This marks a departure from the portrait as icon and a source of power 

towards portraits collected and categorised in lethal bureaucracies of surveillance and 

control. Indeed, the status of portraiture and facial imaging calls for consideration. As 

Pasi Valiaho (2014) emphasises in his study on biopolitical screens, the expansion of 

power comes through diffusion of icons over territories (e.g. the iconology of 

Christianity), which create collective imaginaries. Belting (2017, 93) claims, ‘Official 

portraiture came into its own whenever the person represented was absent but 

 The idea of an ecology of images is explored in the following chapter (Chapter 4) in relation to the 24

Gezi Park Protests of Turkey. 



  !     75

nonetheless wanted to enforce his rights.’ Hence the multiplied countenance of someone 

(say the sovereign of the land) establishes their power over the territory even when in 

places where they are not ‘physically’ present.  

When individual portraiture became a thing of the past, Belting notes that the 

‘progressive camp’ celebrated this demise ‘as a liberation from bourgeois 

conventions’ (2017, 92). However, according to Belting, this celebration was based on a 

flawed view that the power relations that consolidated on the face and its proxies were 

specific to the bourgeoisie: ‘This misunderstanding is a belief that the portrait – as a 

product of bourgeois (that is, pre-1918) culture – had (like this culture itself) outgrown 

its purpose… Polemics like this obscure the fact that the history of portraiture has much 

earlier roots, and that the human visage had once served as a statement of self-assertion 

in other societies’ (2017, 92). Indeed, the serial production of figure-heads on banknotes 

may prove an initial point about the continuing significance of the face and that of 

portraiture (Taussig 1999).  

However, much more importantly, the demise of individual portraiture coincided 

with the emergence of archival regimes of control. Belting (2017, 192) states that these 

archival regimes of control appeared ‘for the collection and registration of faces by 

bureaucracies…[in] the nineteenth century and in a way offset the faces of prominent 

citizens .’ And this bureaucratic archiving not only paved way for the listing regimes of 

the Nazis but also the contemporary surveillance apparatus of facial recognition / 

tracking in the contemporary context. Through the genealogy of imaging and its 

dissemination we move from the iconology of public figures to each and every face 

becoming public property. This move from ‘public figures’ to the ‘becoming public of 

all figures’ is at the centre of the transformation of the significance of the face. The 

compositeness of the face, which I explore in this chapter through its technical capture, 

is something that biopolitical governmentality operationally tries to ‘overcome.’ The 

statistical use of facial images as a means for governmental control of bodies is not 

about their iconicity per se but the information that can be derived through and on them. 

The anonymity that was afforded to the face for a short while in history through 

urbanisation has been taken away by techniques of visual capture and identification. 

This brings us to art practices that are an overt counter-gesture to the contemporary 

surveillance apparatus.  
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 3.2 Surveillance and the Mask  

Everything that has thus far been said about the status of the face and its proxies has 

taken for granted that the face in question was to be recognised as such by a human 

observer. Whether it is the iconic figure that is known the moment it is seen throughout 

the wide area in which it has been disseminated, or the face to be recognised and 

categorised according to some racial criteria by the bureaucrat, it is always the human 

eye that is the referent, the human that will be doing the knowing. 

However, images used by the contemporary surveillance apparatus are not 

necessarily created for human observers. Many images that are captured by this 

apparatus are not in a form that is immediately recognisable to human beings. Rather, 

they are ‘operational images’ of sorts, as Harun Farocki (2004) conceptualises them: 

images created by machines for other machines. As Trevor Paglen (2014) suggests, 

‘increasingly, operational images are not simply alien to humans – they are literally 

invisible..’ The proliferation of the production and storage of images here then is not a 

question of visibility per se but locatability and readability. In other words, it is not 

about making your face ‘known’ to other people, but about benchmarking images in 

databases of the surveillance apparatus that are not necessarily checking for the 

resemblances apparent to human vision. 

The gathering of faces of the population in this way signals a shift from the 

individuality of the likeness of the face to its dividuality. In his essay ‘Postscript on the 

Societies of Control,’ Deleuze (1992) articulates how the division between the 

individual and the mass that disciplinary societies effectively employed ceases to work 

in societies of control. ‘Individuals have become “dividuals,”’ he writes, whereas 

masses have become ‘samples, data, markets, or “banks”’ (5). The logic of cataloguing 

extends from governmental bodies to corporate efforts, codifying faces as points of 

data. This is a genealogy that becomes a useful ground on which to read the 

introduction of biometrics to the task of cataloguing, in addition to the prior technique 

of photographic portraiture.  

According to Deleuze (1992), ‘Environments of enclosure [like] prison, hospital, 

factory, school, family’ (3–4) are analogical: one starts anew whilst passing from one to 

another, but they do share a language through which one can navigate the arrived at 

setting by way of analogy. In contrast to this, mechanisms of control form ‘a system of 
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variable geometry the language of which is numerical (which doesn’t necessarily mean 

binary)’ (4; emphasis original). One could go further with the symmetry Deleuze 

establishes with the analogical and claim that ‘numerical’ here can be translated as 

‘digital.’ After all, according to Florian Cramer (2014), the ‘numerical’ is the origin of 

the ‘digital’: ‘“Digital” simply means that something is divided into discrete, countable 

units – countable using whatever system one chooses, whether zeroes and ones, decimal 

numbers, tally marks on a scrap of paper, or the fingers (digits) of one’s hand – which is 

where the word “digital” comes from in the first place; in French, for example, the word 

is “numérique”’ (Cramer 2014).  

The breaking down of the face in this regime of cataloguing does not necessarily 

contribute to the individuation of the documented but renders them into countable units, 

i.e. digital. In the non-digital forms of control, then, the individual is controlled by 

being enclosed and their movement restricted, while in the digital forms of control the 

dividual is ‘counted’ wherever he may choose to roam ‘freely .’ In this new regime, 

which has been called a ‘cage of information’ by Shoshana Amielle Magnet (2011), the 

bars of the prison have been transferred to the very contour of the face itself. 

Artist Zach Blas cites Magnet’s theory as one of his inspirations in producing his 

artwork Face Cages (2013–2016) (fig.3.4). In this work, the biometric diagrams of the 

faces of four artists, namely, Micha Cárdenas, Elle Mehrmand, Paul Mpagi Sepuya, and 

Zach Blas are generated. Then, these diagrams are fabricated as three-dimensional metal 

objects, the ‘face cages’ of the title. In other words, the biometric diagrams are turned 

into metal masks. These masks are then subsequently worn by the artists in endurance 

performances for video. Face Cages is presented as an installation that features the four 

performance videos and four metal masks. Blast explains the motivation behind Face 

Cages in the project website thus:  

A visual motif in biometric facial recognition is the minimal, colorful diagrams 
that visualize over the face for authentication, verification, and tracking purposes. 
These diagrams are a kind of abstraction gone bad, a visualization of the 
reduction of the human to a standardized, ideological diagram. When these 
diagrams are extracted from the humans they cover over, they appear as harsh and 
sharp incongruous structures; they are, in fact, digital portraits of dehumanization. 
Face Cages is a dramatization of the abstract violence of the biometric diagram… 
the three-dimensional metal objects, evoking a material resonance with 
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handcuffs, prison bars, and torture devices used during the Medieval period and 
slavery in the United States.  

The means of digital dividuation in biometric facial recognition techniques is to 

create a geometric pattern, invisible to the human eye, from data points that are taken 

from the face, which is attributable to but not representative of it. These are rigid 

patterns that one cannot escape, and as such they are like a social security or national 

identity number. However, unlike these numerical forms of recognition, biometric 

techniques of allocation and / or quantification become attached to the body like a mask 

one cannot doff. They comprise a permanent mask one is not even aware of having 

donned. 

fig.3.4 Zach Blas and collaborators, Face Cages, 2013-2016. Supported by Eyebeam and 
Techné Institute for Arts and Emerging Technologies, University at Buffalo. 

www.zachblas.info/works/face-cages/. 

Blas, who advocates for ‘an aesthetic practice not of abstraction but excessive 

materiality and pure opacity’ (Blas 2016, 89), makes these masks visible to the human 

eye. Rendering these masks material also allows him to show how ill they fit the faces 

from which they were made, crushing and squeezing the face and becoming headgear 

that is uncomfortable for short durations and torturous for longer periods. Blas 

visualises the invisible violence inherent in the biometric technique through his choice 

of metal as the material, which lends opacity to the geometric pattern.  

The visibility and materiality problematised by Face Cages become more 

intricate when the work is presented as a photograph. Looking at this image, one cannot 

be entirely sure if one is looking at a photograph of people wearing real three-
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dimensional metal masks or simply digital graphics layered on top of facial portraits. In 

other words, even the material picture has a tendency to be perceived as immaterial and 

the temporal dimension of image production creates cracks in the prison mask of 

biometric techniques.  

  Nevertheless, a number of factors pose a challenge to the contemporary 

surveillance apparatus that relies on the identification of facial images – on their 

immediate identifiability / recognisability: the fact that the technical image and the face 

itself are always separated by time; that the photograph is only a mask of the face at a 

certain moment, while the face goes on changing; that the photographic portrait / mask 

of the face always seems to problematise the self it is supposed to represent. The face’s 

semblance to the benchmark image in the database, the obligatory photograph acquired 

whilst applying for a visa or a national ID card for instance, may lessen over time, even 

when the image is taken from a similar angle / composition that could be enforced 

through the protocols of ID photography. This concern is embedded in the time 

restrictions on portraits submitted for identification papers, passports and visas, which 

are generally required to be no older than six months.  25

Of course one of the very basic functions of the mask is to avoid such 

identification, to use the mask as a shield against the law, as a form of legal immunity. 

This would be the case if these were actually worn in visa or ID applications, but such 

marked techniques do not serve this purpose in practical contexts. However, just as the 

images used for identification, tracing and capture are subject to time restrictions, so are 

the ways to avoid them. Recent research suggests that the concealment of the face by 

means such as balaclavas, glasses and such are becoming increasingly unlikely and 

inefficient to prevent identification (Singh et al. 2017). 

This denies any possibility of total immunisation through masking and supports 

the conception of it being a technique usable in certain circumstances, for certain 

periods of time – hence, being very context specific in its functionality. In their book 

Obfuscation: A User’s Guide to Privacy and Protest (2015), Brunton and Nissenbaum 

survey many tactics of obfuscation, ranging from the ancient ‘I am Spartacus’ ploy to 

the contemporary method of clicking on all Google ads to prevent the formation of a 

 Schengen Zone Visa Application Photo Requirements Page, as well as US and UK. With the digital 25

recognition’s broader pool of images and wider set of references, this may become less of a concern over 
time. 
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targeted ad profile. They decide that all these tactics are time-bound in the sense that 

they are only functional as long as a specific corresponding surveillance tactic of tracing 

is operational. In their concluding chapter they provide a temporal relationality between 

hiding and seeking: It is all about buying time. Whether ‘you want to confuse the 

situation for ten minutes’ or ‘render some database permanently unreliable …a major 

component of the information asymmetry that obfuscation helps to address is 

temporal’ (2015, 94). In this regard, the mask, as a specific tool for obfuscation, is also 

temporally specific. Likewise, the masks that are used in artistic practices positioning 

themselves against the contemporary surveillance apparatus should be taken not as 

‘reciprocal actions or retaliations against state action, but instead as subversive 

adaptations to and reflexive aestheticizations of the new environment that help us to 

think through the structural asymmetries of surveillance’ (Paulsen 2018, 422). 

fig.3.5 Leonardo Selvaggio, Prosthetic as worn by a pedestrian, URME SURVEILLANCE. 
leoselvaggio.com/urmesurveillance. 

 URME Surveillance by Leonardo Selvaggio is one such art project that is 

realised through the (re)production of the artist’s own face through different techniques 

of masking. Selvaggio scanned his face and made masks out of it. There is a range of 

masks available, corresponding to a range of prices, from simple paper DIY masks that 

can be printed from the comfort of one’s home / office, to the more complex and refined 

3D-printed model. Fashioned from the scan of the artist’s own face’s, the mask allows 

one to don the likeness of the face of Selvaggio. His website positions this practice as 

follows: ‘URME represents artist-driven, anti-surveillance devices made for the 
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public.’  Further, in workshops and other performative events, these masks, which 26

closely resemble Selvaggio, are donned by participants and other artists, whose bodies 

come to embody the likeness of the artist.    

The masking effect is twofold. Firstly, it gives a reading of the artist’s face to the 

surveillance apparatus, thereby undermining the very authenticity of his face and 

rendering it a mask. Moreover, for the people who done this mask, it allows them to be 

‘securely’ read as him, protecting them from detection by the surveillance apparatus. In 

other words, Selvaggio has upgraded the mask to retain its principal function of keeping 

the identity secret, in the era of digital capture and identification of faces on a mass 

scale.  

Selvaggio attributes a potential practical function to his creation: retaining the 

mask’s ability to grant anonymity in an era of widespread technological surveillance:  

The principle method is by inviting the public to wear a photo-realistic, 3D-
printed prosthetic of my face.When a user dons the prosthetic, camera systems 
equipped with facial recognition software identify that user as myself, thus 
attributing all of their actions to the identity known as ‘Leo Selvaggio.’ In this 
way, wearers of the prosthetic safeguard their own identities by performing my 
persona in surveilled areas.   27

He posits that his work allows for ‘Hiding Your Face with a Realistic Mask.’ The level 

of realism of the mask is assessed in comparison to its being similar to the face of the 

artist. The work bears not only compositional but also structural resemblance to 

Wearing’s works, where she also dons the mask of her own likeness. Both artists wear 

their own faces, albeit ones that are temporally differentiated from the here and now of 

the execution of the work during its documentation. The instances in which Wearing 

puts on the mask of other people also resemble the instances in which other people put 

on the mask of Selvaggio in embodying the likeness of the other. Of course, Wearing’s 

masks are not for the audience to don, they are only to be looked at as she wore them. In 

this regard it is still a very typical gallery piece, and different from Selvaggio’s work. 

However, for the audience of URME Surveillance in front of the screen, it becomes 

clear that both works essentially involve photographs of people wearing masks of faces 

that are attributable to other artists.  

 http://www.urmesurveillance.com/26

 ibid.27
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There is a further level of intricacy created between the face of Selvaggio and 

that of his audience who become Selvaggio due to various interactive expansions of his 

work. For instance, for the annual Art Souterrain Festival’s 2015 event in Montreal, 

Selvaggio was commissioned to create an interactive video installation. The faces of the 

members of the audience were swapped with the face of the artist, digitally, when they 

faced the camera.  

Furthermore, Selvaggio propagated his work by organising workshops. In a 

public workshop ‘participants were invited to make paper masks of themselves or of the 

artist’s face to be worn in a walk to Crown Fountain lead by Selvaggio. All activities 

were challenge-by-choice. This was the first time that URME has invited others to use 

their own faces for this project.’  The technique thereby extends from the artist’s 28

likeness to the likeness of the participants as well, creating a replicable technique rather 

than a rigid object – the latter also available to buy, for the price of manufacture, at the 

artist’s website.  

The less overt but still present aspect of the work relates to the possible 

applications in daily-life scenarios. For example, the artist is giving away his ‘identity’ 

to be used in situations over which he cannot establish meaningful control. If someone 

wearing the mask was to leave an explosive at a public site to cause bodily harm to 

others, the artist could be identified as the attacker. Hence, it is questionable whether 

there is any claiming of control over one’s face with this technique.  

Distribution and the service of the likeness of the self outwards poses a vital 

question in terms of immunitarian dynamics. The making public of the face here 

functions not only in terms of reception, i.e. the way in which one makes the likeness of 

oneself visible, but also embodiment. In other words, with this work, the mass 

embodiment of the image is being rendered possible. 

In Chapter 4 I look at the ways in which widely-available images, such as the 

Guy Fawkes mask, become vectors of repetitive embodiments. The difference here, 

however, has to do with the extent to which the referent of the facial image, Leo 

Selvaggio in this case, is present. By undermining the assumed authenticity of his face, 

the artist here defaces his likeness (Taussig 1999). From another angle, it reinforces the 

 ibid.28
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iconicity of his face – making himself a public figure by adding a use-value to his 

visage. 

 Another artistic counter-surveillance mask is the artwork ‘Fag Face Mask,’ 

made by Zach Blas in 2012 as part of the Facial Weaponization Suite series. Unlike 

Selvaggio’s work, it does not add to the iconicity or use-value of the face since it 

renders the face invisible, not only to the algorithmic surveillance apparatus, but also to 

the human eye insofar as it completely covers the face and head. However, the artwork 

itself has generated ‘value’ as an aesthetically striking piece, and although the resulting 

large, bright, shiny ‘mask’ is attention grabbing, it does not afford visibility to the face 

as a locus of identity if one were to consider this may have functional use in avoiding 

the daily regime of surveillance.  

fig.3.6 Zach Blas and collaborators, Facial Weaponization Suite 2011-14: Fag Face Mask - 
October 20, 2012, Los Angeles, CA. Supported by Medialab Prado; b.a.n.g. lab, Performative 
Nanorobotics Lab, California Institute for Telecommunications and Information Technology, 

Visual Arts, University of California, San Diego; Eyebeam; and Museo Universitario Arte 
Contemporáneo. www.zachblas.info/works/facial-weaponization-suite/. 

Blas made this particular piece in reaction to a study that maps the biometric 

readings of multiple faces. The work operates more as a political statement then a 

weaponisation per se, by radically negating the face’s status as a site from which 

knowledge can be derived. From another angle, the very transformation of the face as a 

passive site of truths – a transparent interface to the l‘soul’– is a threatening of the order. 
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When the computational gaze has undone the masking of the bare face, opacity turns 

into a political weapon. As Paulsen (2018) aptly points out, while each mask in the 

Facial Weaponization Suite series ‘indexes the physical features of a closed set of 

individuals, these qualities are rendered unrecognizable and opaque. Blas’s technique of 

vacuum-molding the masks from clear sheets of plastic and then painting the interior 

surfaces is quite literally a process of rendering the transparent opaque’ (429). 

Blas’s masks were made from the facial mapping of self-identified homosexual 

men – not only one, but a composite of images. The similarity between this work and 

the ‘photographic composites’ of 19th century eugenist Francis Galton has already been 

pointed out in scholarly writing (Sørensen 2016, 172). By superimposing the portraits of 

certain types criminals or individuals exhibiting certain types of pathologies, among 

which homosexuality was then to be found, he created composite and distorted portraits 

as prototypes, or rather, photographic rendering of stereotypes. This is what Sekula 

(1989) calls the regressive function of the photograph as opposed to its honorific 

function, where ‘photography came to establish and delimit the terrain of the other, to 

define both the generalized look – the typology – and the contingent instance of 

deviance and social pathology’ (345; emphasis original). This composite photographic 

imagery has its parallel in the biometric composite imagery of surveillance that Blas 

satirises. To assign such distorted composite images to an individual either through 

photographic or biometric means is to reduce them to a mask. It is a biopolitical 

governmentality, which inherently operates through racist, sexist, homophobic and 

classist taxonomies and reinforces them through technical and technological means of 

image capture. 

Indeed, Blas’s work presents how the face becomes (af)fixed – something like a 

cage that renders one immobile. If the face is a mask, then what renders it as such is its 

ability to transform – to be donned and taken off – in relation to a particular person. 

Hence a permanent mask, an unmodifiable face, is the lack of a mask. His later work on 

the face becoming a cage, instead of a mask, crystallises this point. Through the 

affixation of a permanent image, the face becomes inescapable by leaving no space for 

change and a great deal of scrutiny over the actions of that immediately recognisable 

identity. However, Blas’s ‘face cages’ work against recognition whilst establishing a 

dialogue with such usage.  
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Paulsen (2018) claims that, ‘against the algorithmic processes that turn us into 

information to be indexed, databased, and cross-referenced, Blas opts for a 

hypervisibility that renders him invisible on the interface. Other artists and activists 

have affected similarly flamboyant disappearances’ (431). It is true that the ‘Fag Face 

Mask’ is hypervisible in the sense of becoming the locus of attention in any potential 

space it enters. Nevertheless, it still performs the most primal function of the mask, that 

of hiding the face of the wearer from those in their immediate surroundings. Other 

artists, however, have opted for a type of hypervisisbility that allows any individual in 

the scope of the mask’s wearer to see the face, while remaining invisible to the 

surveillance apparatus. Here the mask ceases to function as a mask for the human eye, 

and does so instead only to the algorithmic process. Adam Harvey’s work CV Dazzle is 

one such ‘flamboyant disappearance’ act.  

fig.3.7 USS Mahomet, 1918. Photograph from the Bureau of Ships Collection in the U.S. 
National Archives. 

CV Dazzle is a project that has been under active development since 2010. It 

responds to emerging facial recognition algorithms. His work does not consist of masks 
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per se. In fact, there is no real object involved in it. Rather, it can be read as techniques 

of make-up and hairstyling, which transform the face, and as such, operates as a 

camouflage technique that in turn functions as a mask, since it is located on the face and 

obstructs the identity of the person. Anyone who learns and applies this make-up 

technique creates a new iteration of the artwork. Therefore, every iteration is different, 

but all are identifiable by the same basic protocols they rely on.  

Harvey takes his cue from the dazzle camouflage technique that was used on 

war ships during World War I (Taylor 2016). By breaking up the continuity of the 

appearance of ships with abrupt patterns and contrasting colours, naval forces were 

protecting themselves from attacks. The camouflage made it tricky for the enemy to 

measure the size, speed and direction of the ships, which are all essential to launch a 

successful attack on the target. 

fig.3.8 Adam Harvey, CV Dazzle, 2010-present. https://cvdazzle.com. 

. 

Harvey’s intervention is to apply this logic to break up the key points of 

identification on the face, such as the nose, the distance between eyes and the mouth as 

well as the hairline. By doing this, his appropriated technique shields against the 

parameters with which algorithmic surveillance addresses the body. According to the 

artist’s statement on his regularly updated project website, CV Dazzle:  

explores how fashion can be used as camouflage from face-detection technology, 
the first step in automated face recognition. The name is derived from a type of 
World War I naval camouflage called Dazzle, which used cubist-inspired designs 
to break apart the visual continuity of a battleship and conceal its orientation and 
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size. Likewise, CV Dazzle uses avant-garde hairstyling and makeup designs to 
break apart the continuity of a face. Since facial-recognition algorithms rely on 
the identification and spatial relationship of key facial features, like symmetry 
and tonal contours, one can block detection by creating an ‘anti-face.’ 

 The aspect of modifying existing patterns is important. Rather than materially 

circulating and distributing a mask, CV Dazzle allows individuals to use this masking 

technique with what they have at their disposal, thereby contributing to its possible 

distributability and employability en masse. The distributability of the masking is fairly 

easy here – it does not depend on logistic networks but on information. It certainly is, 

though, relatively hard to apply in comparison to simpler techniques, like using 

balaclava. However, the questions that inform this work arise from a consideration not 

of what humans look for in a face to identify the subject, but of what computers do. 

Hence, it is informed by the technique of identification itself.  

Our phenomenological accounts may only provide a partial idea on how we 

recognise other people’s faces, but to be able to encode and compute similarity, a 

mathematical definition and rendering of the image is key. CV Dazzle and the 

corresponding technique are a camouflage from computer vision: they provide a 

technique that can be performed by different individuals and groups across political and 

geographical spectra. More than a mask, Harvey presents his technique as ‘camouflage 

from face detection.’ Hence, it is not about disabling individual identification, but the 

very locatability of the face. This brings about techniques that may make faces 

hypervisible to human observers in physical environments but could nevertheless work 

to avoid the recognition of particular faces within a crowd in given scenarios. Of course, 

this discourse on camouflage gives the impression that each and every one of us are at 

the forefront of an undeclared war, in which the face has become the battlefield and the 

change in camouflage tactics is due to the fact that the ‘enemy’ has changed and its 

environment is one that is not readily available to us, although we are a part of it.  

 A similar understanding can be found in Miami-based artist Jillian Mayer’s 

work. However, with Mayer the discourse relies less on warfare and more on the 

advertising industry, since in her work, the surveillance apparatus is less a state 

mechanism and more a capitalist machine. Mayer posted a video entitled ‘MakeUp 

Tutorial HOW TO HIDE FROM CAMERAS’ on YouTube, on May 30, 2013, which 

shows how to apply the technique of camouflage from the surveillance apparatus by 
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using the genre of make-up tutorials (Mayer 2013) If a recurrent problem with novel 

techniques of disguise is how to render them applicable on a broad scale, this video 

provides a way to do so, by employing an already prevalent genre, that of the make-up 

tutorial on the platform. She utilises the technique put forward by Harvey, but blends it 

with other cultural codes and video genres to create a particular art piece. These codes 

coupled with the platform she chooses to distribute them from allow for mass 

embodiment of these facial images through being read as ‘fashion.’  

A year later Mayer measured her own face, drew lines between the features 

(between her chin and forehead, the tip of her nose and tip of her earlobe etc.), and 

wrote down the proportions thus computed. In short, she mapped her own biometrics, 

then posted it like an advert in Flaunt, a satirical fashion and culture magazine based in 

Hollywood. Her photo with her biometric measurements was accompanied by this text:  

My face is a set of points and measurements between features.  
Already, I am aware of my height and width at several varying points on my 
body. 
These are the ways I am identified, grouped, and advertised to.  
I have mapped and memorized my facial measurements as they relate to each 
other. This is how I identify myself personally and externally.  
I do this exercise every five years. You should do the same. 

Two years later, in 2016, she turned this same ad into a billboard campaign in Los 

Angeles in collaboration with curator Anna Frost (fig.3.9). There was a new version of 

the photo with neon green cross-hairs instead of lines and measurements, the mapped 

points that are utilised by the facial recognition technologies. For this new photo, the 

billboard text was also different and ran as follows:  

My expressions are a calculable system of metrics.  
You don’t have to try and figure out what I am thinking anymore, I’ll make it 
easy for you. What decision I might make, where I look next and how.  
You can sense my heart rate, and I see yours.  
It’s like you know the real me. 

Here we arrive at portraiture not merely as the image of the face and the placement of it 

in a system of value, but as a means to read thoughts. It is no longer eyes that are the 

window into the soul but the numerical patterning of the face. The face has turned into a 

mask from which every emotion and thought can be traced, and the dividual has been 

thoroughly flattened and caged by her own face / mask. After the billboards were taken 
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down, Mayer made two videos to accompany the project, entitled Measurements and 

Arrows. In these, she explains how these measurements were taken, so as to further 

motivate her audience to measure, memorise and embrace their own biometric data, or 

their ‘true self’ in the brave new world of surveillance (Uszerowicz 2018). 

fig.3.9 Jilian Mayer, Measurements (from “IMPRESSIONS”), 2016. On a billboard in Los 
Angeles (photo courtesy of Ellie Cardoza, Ana Frost, and David Castillo Gallery). Developed 

in collaboration with curator Anna Frost, OUTFRONT Media and Bas Fisher Invitational.  

By employing marketing platforms such as magazine ads and billboard 

campaigns, Mayer turns the tables on the advertising industry, employing their own 

weapons against them, including the all too familiar blown-up image of the female 

model’s face coupled with a discourse on female empowerment through consumption. 

In advertising her biometric information, she is also doing something similar to 

Selvaggio’s work, insofar as she gives her ‘identity’ to whoever might want to use it. 

After all, anyone can use the measurements she gives freely to create her mask on a 3D 

printer.  

However, Mayer’s work also hints at a dystopian future, in which the biometric 

data meant only for non-human recognition might be embraced as a new type of identity 
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and when dividuals will proudly display their numeric information, feeling that they 

‘count.’ This brings us to other contemporary artworks that employ masks that function 

more like prototypes of future production than an invitation for critical thinking about 

emergent technologies.  

 3.3 From Art to Prototype 

Not all of the contemporary artworks that utilise masks aim to criticise, or even 

problematise contemporary biopolitics. In fact, some function as showcases for new 

technologies that in the not too distant future might become mass-produced realities. 

Neri Oxman’s work is an example of such an approach. Oxman has incorporated living 

organisms in her designs and drawn on 3D-printing technology so extensively as to 

render Selvaggio’s use of it modest by comparison. 

Oxman and the Mediated Matter Group that she leads at MIT Media Lab have in 

recent years been engaging in the mask form in experimental ways. Designed and 

created in collaboration with 3D-printing company Stratasys, Oxman’s works are 

technical experimentations with marked aesthetic characteristics. In an exhibition 

entitled Fear and Love: Reactions to a Complex World (November 24, 2016–April 23, 

2017) at The Design Museum in London, Oxman and her team displayed a series of 

masks they call Vespers. In the words of the curatorial team, this project 

revives an ancient cultural artefact – the death mask – as a speculative wearable 
technology. Traditionally made of wax or plaster, these masks have been crafted 
with state-of-the-art 3D printing. The ability to print at the resolution of nerve 
cells heralds a future of biological products that we can wear as external support 
systems – for instance, feeding us nutrients or rebalancing micro-organisms. In 
this body of work, Neri Oxman created three series of masks, each one 
representing a different phase at the end of five imaginary people’s lives. The first 
series is more traditionally representational, crafting an artistic image of that 
person’s character. The second series is more intricate, designed to capture the 
wearer’s final breath. The third series is designed to contain bacteria that help to 
degrade the body after death. Working at the cusp of new generation of 
manufacturing technologies, Oxman confronts our most essential fear – death – 
and finds new ways to commemorate loss, as well as expressing wonderment at 
the potential for new life. (Transcribed from the exhibition) 

Like ‘the ancestor’s mask of wax that every patrician family kept in the atrium of his 

home’ (Agamben 2010, 46), Oxman’s masks articulate a new mode of identification 
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with being in the world and how that relation is mediated. On the pedestal at the Design 

Museum’s first exhibition after its relocation, these masks suggest an ancestry through 

mastery over matter, organic and inorganic alike, through design technology, a high-tech 

hominisation, as it were. Origination of the more-than-human in terms of technological 

materialities is effectively coupled with the depths of mythological thinking in a precise, 

albeit problematic way.  

fig.3.10 Designed by Neri Oxman and members of the Mediated Matter Group for The New Ancient         
Collection, curated and 3D printed by Stratasys, Vespers II, 2016. Photo: Yoram Reshef.  

fig.3.11 Designed by Neri Oxman in collaboration with W. Craig Carter (MIT) and Joe Hicklin (The 
Mathworks), Minotaur Head with Sutures, Helmet, 2012. Digital Materials Centre Pompidou, Paris,

France. 

The politics of these projects are further complicated by her earlier 

experimentations. Her 2012 piece for Centre Pompidou, ‘Minotaur Head with Sutures,’ 

is called a ‘helmet’ rather than a mask. It forms a part of the Imaginary Beings: 

Mythologies of the Not Yet collection, which is in overt dialogue with Greek mythology: 

Inspired by horn morphology and by the process of suture calcification in the 
human skull, this wearable skull is printed as an integrated part with embedded 
flexible sutures permitting minimal movement and sufficient flexibility by 
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increasing physical elasticity in the sutures. Similarly to the process of skull 
fusion following the generation of soft spots along the sutures, the helmet 
provides for various degrees of flexibility by varying the thickness, density and 
curvature of the sutures. Modelled after the mathematical Gosper curve, a space-
filling fractal object, these sutures increase the helmet’s surface area to volume, 
thus amplifying support and augmenting mechanical compliance. (Oxman 2012) 

By considering the institutional context in which they emerge, one can say that these 

shock-absorbing helmets can be treated as prototypes of versions to be developed. The 

prototypes presented here could be used in serial production (at least at a greater scale) 

and would be more likely to be used by individuals who have access to such means of 

production. Behind the ‘narratives’ of democratisation of the production, these effective 

samples of exoskeleton-masks will not be available to everyone, since access to 3D 

printing technologies and materials is a restriction, and copyright issues would further 

limit meaningful access. In reflecting on the politics of this project, a key trope for 

consideration should be the distributability of these artefacts. Since these are niche 

examples belonging to the confines of either direct military research or academic 

institutions / projects that are funded by them, the kind of subjectivities that may be 

rendered through such means are problematic.  

Furthermore, we shall see in Chapter 6 how new technologies supposed to solve 

a problem always end up creating new problems, and how substituting one problematic 

material with another does not change the overall negative effects globally, but merely 

creates a new distribution of them. Since Oxman is mostly focused on the creation of 

new materials, her creations run the double risk of creating further problems, rather than 

providing a solution.  

Contemporary art practices that use the mask in many of its forms, whether 

contemporary forms of death masks in silicone or techniques of make-up for 

camouflage purposes, tackle the problem of the self and whether it can easily be 

differentiated from the other and identified as such. The temporal dimension inherent in 

all forms of facial image capture enables the self to escape from itself via the mask. To 

address the question of the mask is to address the question of the face: What is the status 

of the face in 21st century visual cultures? The thinking that pertains to this question 

involves not only words but techniques and artistic practices that engage with the face, 

which expand and problematise what constitutes a face. By pushing the limits of what 
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may constitute a face within the techno-bio-political governmentality of the present, 

contemporary artworks that utilise the mask open up a space within which one can 

assess the role assumed by the face in the politics of everyday life. The next chapter 

operates in this context and turns to the questions of visibility and inhabitability in 

urban ecologies by looking at the uses of masks in political conflicts.  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4. The Mask in Urban Conflicts 

fig.4.1 ‘Anti-government protesters wearing Guy Fawkes masks pose for a souvenir photo on top 
of a damaged public bus at Taksim Square in Istanbul,’ June 1, 2013. REUTERS/Murad Sezer.

  

Seven bodies appear in this photograph. Six of them are wearing identical masks, with 

the other one appearing in the lower right-hand corner as a set of arms photographing 

them with a smartphone. The six masked bodies are posing on top of a vandalised 

public bus, on the windscreen of which have been spray-painted the words ‘Gezi 

Hatirasi’ – roughly translated, ‘A Memento from Gezi.’ The official caption for the 

image, captured by Murad Sezer of Reuters, reads: ‘Anti-government protesters wearing 

Guy Fawkes masks, pose for a souvenir photo on top of a damaged public bus at Taksim 

Square in Istanbul June 1, 2013.’  

The photo was taken on the day the police left Taksim Square to the 

demonstrators, after a night-long crackdown, a moment that later proved to be the 

beginning of a ten-day hiatus in the conflict. It is a photo of a group of people who have 

spent the night resisting the police, who descended on them with tear gas and water 

cannons, and now have free rein over the central square of the city. The photo is 

therefore also a memento of a brief victory. The top of the bus becomes a stage for the 

production of these mementos, upon which this particular group of people has chosen to 

appear to display their masks. Located between and enframed by the green leaves of the 

park on the left-hand side and the row of apartment buildings on the right, their position 
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itself emblematises one of the main frictions of the protests: that between greenery and 

concrete.  

The photograph was featured in a gallery that BBC Turkey created on its website, 

about a month after the Gezi Movement started. The collection of images on this page, 

serviced to their Turkish-speaking audience in particular, looks at the historical 

character of Guy Fawkes and the evolution of his image into a mask since the 

Gunpowder Plot of 1605 until 2013. This is a recent addition to the series of images, 

which BBC glosses as ‘the mask which became popular in Turkey with the Gezi 

protests has a history which begins about 400 years ago.’ The global currency of this 

image is presented in a linear history in this gallery, but the photograph itself presents a 

series of much more local relations, outside of this linear history. In fact, on closer 

inspection, the particular resonances of the mask of Guy Fawkes in Gezi Park become 

far more complicated. This chapter explores these.  

Masks are extensively present in contemporary politics. Simple masking practices 

such as covering of the face with t-shirts or comparable means of concealment and 

protection appear widely in scenarios of urban protests and conflicts.  This chapter 29

looks at these makeshift masks – ones that are mostly attained and / or produced on the 

spot, in places of use, by activists and actors outside law enforcement, in reaction to 

emergent conditions. It also considers the masks made available in these spots – sold by 

the street vendors or distributed by organisations as part of the material ecology of 

images, much as is the case in this photograph. Diverging from niche applications and 

practices by artists that extend our thinking on what a mask can do (as the previous 

chapter explored), focusing on these more pragmatic situations renders visible what 

they already do and perform in specific geographies and conditions. To do so, this 

chapter concentrates on the uses and presences of masks in urban conflicts between 

protestors / demonstrators / resisters / occupiers and armed forces such as riot police, 

primarily through a case study of the 2013 Gezi Park protests in Turkey.  

 The scholar of network politics Joss Hands differentiates three modes of activism: protest, resistance 29

and rebellion: ‘Protest, or dissent, is the expression of dissatisfaction with a state of affairs, which always 
entails an appeal to others… Resistance, on the other hand, suggests a more active and stubborn 
approach… [R]ebellion, takes a step further in its claim to affect the beliefs and behaviour of others 
towards more fully transforming the circumstances’ (2011: 4–5). In this chapter I am concerned with the 
coming together of bodies in opposition to each other in all of these possible modes, and I hence use them 
context-specifically along with the umbrella-term ‘conflict.’
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Gezi Park is located in central Istanbul, a city with a population of over 15 million 

people, spread over two continents (TurkStat 2018). The Gezi Movement emerged as a 

peaceful demonstration to protect the public park of the same name, adjacent to 

Istanbul’s Taksim Square, which was to be demolished to build a shopping mall. When 

the demolishers came, less than a hundred activists occupied the space. Police first used 

tear gas on these demonstrators, then when the demonstrators refused to leave, they 

burned their tents and tried to disperse them with water cannons (Özkaynak et al. 2015, 

99–114). 

The photographic images of these initial clashes with the police were quickly 

circulated on social media, instantly turning into iconic images. In ‘The Women in 

Black,’ for example, a young woman in a drenched, black dress stands defiantly, with 

arms stretched to the sides, in front of a water cannon blasting water at her. The most 

famous of these initial images was ‘The Woman in Red ,’ a photograph of a policeman 

spraying tear gas into the face of a woman in a red dress. It was taken by Reuters 

photographer Osman Örsan on May 28, 2013, the very first day of what would 

eventually become a movement in which ‘more than 3.6 million people took to the 

streets in 80 provinces, participating in 5,532 protest actions within the first 112 

days’ (Zik 2018, 1).  

These photographs and the outrage they created were instrumental in turning 

what was a small demonstration into a full-blown resistance that spread beyond Istanbul 

to the entire country. The censorship of the mainstream media not only became a trigger 

for the massive circulation of these images on social media, as proof of what was 

happening, but the realisation of the censorship itself created an enormous increase in 

the use of social media: within the first 10 days of Gezi, the number of ‘Twitter users in 

Turkey rocketed from 1.8 million to 9.5 million’ (Zik 2018, 9). As the occupation 

continued, these initial photographs were turned into head cut-outs, to be used as 

foregrounds in yet further souvenir photos. These functioned as inverted masks: instead 

of putting on the mask of the face of the woman in red, you lent your face to her and 

displayed the ‘Gezi spirit,’ which found its expression in slogans such as ‘We are all the 

red woman’ or ‘Everywhere is Taksim.’  

What is moving, both literally and figuratively, about the ‘Woman in Red’ 

photograph was her lack of any defence against the tear gas attack. While the policeman 
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attacking her wore a professional gas mask protecting him from the physiological 

consequences of his own actions, ‘the woman in red’ did not even raise her hands to 

cover her face and she did not run away: she simply turned her face and stood her 

ground. And her face, devoid of a gas mask, moved millions to don one for the very first 

time in their lives.  

fig.4.2 ‘A Turkish riot policeman uses tear gas as people protest against the destruction of trees in a park 
brought about by a pedestrian project in Taksim Square in central Istanbul,’ May 28, 2013. REUTERS/

Osman Orsal. 

fig.4.3 Lady in the Red Dress memento, June 8, 2013. Featured in Ruth Sherlock’s article ‘Lady in the 
Red Dress and her dream of a Turkish rebirth,’ The Telegraph. https://secure.i.telegraph.co.uk/

multimedia/archive/02585/RED_2585066c.jpg.

Gezi presents a productive case with which to problematise the use of masks in 

urban conflict scenarios around the globe, due to the employment of many techniques of 
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masking, along with specific aesthetics, from protestors to armed forces alike, that are 

emblematic of the contemporary politics. It became a pivotal reference point in key 

studies, including but not limited to recent books such as Vulnerability in Resistance, 

edited by Judith Butler, Zeynep Gambetti, Leticia Sabsay (2016), Twitter and Tear Gas: 

The Power and Fragility of Networked Protest, by Zeynep Tufekci (2017) and Tear 

Gas: From the Battlefields of WWI to the Streets of Today by Anna Feigenbaum (2017). 

This interest is partly due to the excessive use of teargas, as well as the particular 

politics of visibility and general politics of visual culture that were present. Far from 

rendering Gezi distinct or unique, these in fact make it representative of contemporary 

dynamics, in which the role assumed by the face in similar situations becomes visible. 

Specifically, many of the features of Gezi, from the dynamics of its iconography to 

urban geography and surveillance, resonate across a range of similar protest examples in 

a variety of different situations, expanding from environmental and alter-globalisation 

movements to black-bloc tactics.  

In the context of the urban conflict, this chapter looks predominantly at masks 

that stand out with two main functions: to negate techniques of identification; and to 

maintain respiration under heavy tear-gassing. These two are not mutually exclusive, 

but form a scale of functions and reasons for the emergence of masks in urban conflicts. 

Both uses of masks in this context express a biopolitics of images and media that relate 

to their capacity to inhabit bodies and also to enable the sustainment of vital flows and / 

or borders of those bodies.  

A type of immunity that is afforded by the mask here is the avoidance of 

identification. This capacity relates to the protection from legal consequences of the 

actions of people who wear the masks. Such immunological capacities in turn can be 

distributed over the population via symbolic and material means as the event unfolds, as 

seen from the propagation of the image in social media and physical spaces. The 

availability of these means is of pivotal importance for political uses of the mask: its 

familiarity as an object and prevalence as an image. In the first chapter such extensive 

embodiment of images by human bodies was conceptualised as an image epidemic, in 

reference to Marc Guillaume’s (1987) work on epidemia. Similarly, here the presences 

of the mask are analysed through looking at serial embodiments. As such, the chapter 

explores the images and techniques of mask and masking that emerge repetitively. This 
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is explored via historical examples, and particularly their contagiousness / distribution – 

their capacity to appear on various materials. To this end, I offer a case study of the 

facial politics of Gezi and look at images that occur epidemically. In doing so, I aim to 

investigate the dynamic relation between the affirmations and negations of political and 

personal identities through diffusion and containment of images, as well as the 

protection of bodies, as the physiological basis of these identities. 

On second glance at the photograph above of the Guy Fawkes masked protestors 

on the first days of the Gezi protests, it becomes clear that the protestors are offering 

their bodies as biological media to embody this image, within this urban ecology where 

the frictions are not only between forms of life and inhabiting (as evident in the margins 

of the photo) but also signs that compete for attention – for example, a party flag 

associated with a group present in Gezi or the national flag of Turkey. Part of this 

ecology is the hand gestures of the bodies in the photo, assuming signs with their index 

and middle fingers raised in a V, which could be read at once as a peace sign, a victory 

sign, or a reference to V for Vendetta, and therefore a sign of vengeance. It is this 

multiplicity here that calls forth an approach to images that looks at them not at the 

level of denotation and connotation alone, but as part of an ecology that is made up by 

myriad signs and materials that come into relation with each other and generate forms 

of relating to one another in a specific time.  

 4.1 Local and Global Ecologies of Images  

Although these masks have key uses in relation to the urban politics of Gezi, they are 

also a part of an ecology of images – shaped by individual and state actors as well as 

modalities of visual circulation, containment and their legal underpinnings. These bring 

into question what kind of images are allowed to be present in this city (within this 

specific polity) and which ones come to be restricted. In other words, what constitutes 

the particular ecology of images in the time and space that defined this event?  

This multiplied notion of ecology that exceeds the ‘natural’ environments per se, 

which I accentuate in my conceptualisation of an ‘ecology of images,’ may be traced 

back to Guattari and his essay Three Ecologies (constituted by the social, mental and 

environmental ecologies) as well as Gregory Bateson’s Steps to an Ecology of Mind. 

Guattari opens his essay with Bateson’s pithy remark: ‘There is an ecology of bad ideas, 

just as there is an ecology of weeds’ (1972 cited in Guattari 2014, 17). In the context of 
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these writings, the idea of ecology is not restricted to the study of organisms in their 

physical surroundings from a biological perspective but also pertains to the study of 

technological surroundings and symbolic circulations within the human habitat. These 

became fundamental for the enquiries into the (post-)humanities today.   30

These approaches share an understanding of the multiplicity of agents as well as 

different levels / strata that meaningfully interact with each other where the agency in 

the emergence and development of processes is not attributed to a single sovereign actor 

but is embedded within a network of things and events. Images constitute their own 

ecologies, which interact and intersect with the urban, media and natural ecologies.  31

Patterns emerge from the circulation of images, which is identifiable at the level of 

perception (human and non-human), but also is felt in indirect ways.  

A notion comparable to that of the ecology of images is Pasi Valiaho’s ‘visual 

economy,’ which he conceptualises to make sense of the role of the visual in the 

‘production and management of lived reality’ (2014, 6). Valiaho’s three main reference 

points are W. J. T. Mitchell, Hans Belting and Marie-José Mondzain. Through 

Mondzain, Valiaho’s concept concerns the primary meaning of economy as oikonomia; 

in the words of the former: ‘the management and administration of temporal realities, 

whether they be spiritual, intellectual, or material’ (Mondzain 2004 cited in Valiaho 

2014, 6). Already in visual economy, the perceptual, symbolic and material dimensions 

 See, e.g. Erich Hörl (ed.), General Ecology: The New Ecological Paradigm (2017). 30

 Susan Sontag’s use of the ecology of images in her book On Photography (1979), provides another 31

possible point of entry to this idea. Sontag writes that the ‘images are more real than anyone could have 
supposed. And just because they are an unlimited resource, one that cannot be exhausted by consumerist 
waste, there is all the more reason to apply the conservationist remedy. If there can be a better way for the 
real world to include the one of images, it will require an ecology not only of real things but of images as 
well’ (180). In Sontag’s view, one can locate a tendency that aims to regulate and amplify certain images 
in favour of others. The ecology of images that I am interested in pertains less to what should be rendered 
visible and retained than to what kind of images live and under which conditions. Sunil Manghani 
elaborates on this initial proposition in his article ‘An Ecology of Images,’ but rather than building on 
relevant ideas on an expanded notion of ecology that come from not only philosophy (Guattari) but also 
media studies (from earlier accounts of McLuhan and the Toronto School to more contemporary writings 
of Matthew Fuller and Jussi Parikka), he engages the concept on a metaphorical level through its use in 
‘scientific field of ecology’ and its focus on ‘the organism, its community, and the eco-
system’ (2014).This short article draws on his book Image Studies: Theory and Practice (2012), and 
specifically the chapter ‘Understanding Images’ which shies away from conceptualising ecology of 
images or image ecology that correspond to the way images work across scales and materialities. For 
Manghani: ‘It is no doubt a precarious task to try to transpose ideas and terminology from a field of 
science such as ecology to that of image studies’ (31). The immediate relationship between function and 
form, affordances and aesthetics, inform the ways in which the mask mediate the material to the 
immaterial and back. ‘Cameras are the antidote and the disease, a means of appropriating reality and a 
means of making it obsolete’ (Sontag 1979, 179). Sontag’s concern here is with the serial creation of 
images and its relation to the reality with which it engages – a pharmakon, as it were. 
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of the visual field are acknowledged, as well as their active interrelations. The word and 

the notion of economy shares its root with ecology (oikos+logos), which is a concept 

that I find more applicable to the method of my study, as it does not emphasise as much 

as ‘economy’ does a centre from which realities are managed and administered. Instead, 

in ecology one could locate a myriad of actors and events that emerge and interact to 

constitute the fabric of our realities, which has implications exceeding the visual that 

also pertain to the material organisation of bodies and media.  

An affirmative notion of contagion that is applicable to the ecology of images is 

theorised in Tony D. Sampson’s book, Virality: Contagion Theory in the Age of 

Networks (2012), that does not aim to pathologise the social but rather attempts to 

understand the distribution of certain tendencies in this field through a diagrammatic 

reading, owing to the framework of early sociologist Gabriel Tarde. ‘The space of 

encounter’ that Sampson ‘explores eludes a prejudiced worldview separating human 

subjectivity from natural objects and organic from inorganic matter. This is a continuous 

space that Deleuze, like Tarde, recognises as full of multiple monadic singularities: a 

spatiality within which the social, psychological, and biological are folded’ (2012, 4). 

Images flow between these different but interconnected dimensions as vectors of 

repetitive embodiments, which, in the case of masks in Gezi, have overtly immuno-

political implications as they reside on human bodies.  

The image theorist W. J. T Mitchell conceptualised images as parasitical: ‘when 

we talk about images as pseudo-life-forms parasitical on human hosts, we are not 

merely portraying them as parasites on individual human beings. They form a social 

collective that has a parallel existence to the social life of their human hosts, and to the 

world of objects that they represent’ (2005, 93). This parallel existence of images nods 

to an ecology of images that is tied to all these dimensions but cannot be reduced to any 

single one of them. What Mitchell designates here as the ‘social life’ of images pertains 

to different levels in which they are embodied, circulated, and perceived. The ‘ecology 

of images,’ in this sense, incorporates these aspects.  

While conceptualising images as parasitical, Mitchell differentiates the 

parasitical aspect of images as resembling but differentiating from the contagious: ‘If 

images are like species, or (more generally) like coevolutionary life-forms on the order 

of viruses, then the artist or image-maker is merely a host carrying around a crowd of 
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parasites that are merrily reproducing themselves, and occasionally manifesting 

themselves in those notable specimens we call “works of art”’ (2005, 89). The images 

have a path and a life of their own, as Mitchell would have it, but there are also 

interventions to the flow and circulation of images by legislature and the occupying of 

central nodes of image distribution.  

Therefore, in order to make sense of the prevalent image of the Guy Fawkes 

mask during the Gezi Movement, we need to situate this image in an ecology of images 

both local and global. On the global level one can easily notice that the Guy Fawkes 

mask is not specific to the Gezi Movement in Istanbul, but has been deployed in various 

similar ‘Occupy’ movements all over the world, from Zuccotti Park in New York to 

Tahrir Square in Cairo. In fact, the mask is not only one of many parallels that can be 

drawn between these movements, but can be a pivotal point in understanding in what 

other ways they differ from and resemble one another. It is only by placing the mask 

within the ecology of images specific to Turkey, a polity and political climate already 

populated by facial images of political figures such as the recurring image of Atatürk (a 

point visited later in this chapter), that these differences, as well as the similarities, can 

be fully grasped.  

            Let me start, then, from the global ecology of images. Historically, Guy 

Fawkes was one of the members of a Catholic resistance movement who 

unsuccessfully attempted to blow up the Houses of Parliament in London in 1605, 

on November 5. The parliament passed an act after this attempt to celebrate this 

date and the failure of the plot. The 5th of November, Guy Fawkes night or 

Bonfire night, is still actively celebrated across Britain, with fireworks and 

bonfires. There are a few older illustrations of Fawkes, the historical accuracy of 

which is debatable. Even around the time of the event itself, his image survived 

more as an icon, mediated primarily through the impressions of illustrators. At 

some points in history, not only were Guy Fawkes dummies burnt on Bonfire 

night but masks bearing this iconic visage were donned, appearing on offer for 

children during celebrations and disseminated via newspapers. This historical 

character started to accumulate a broader set of meanings throughout the 

following centuries and recently around the globe. It was the 1981 graphic novel 

V for Vendetta and its 2005 film adaptation of the same name that transformed 
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Guy Fawkes into a secular hero (Mitchell 2012, 8), with the transformation of its 

political connotations beyond simple historical ramifications into a new visual 

cultural significance. Is it also around this time that the image started to appear in 

the contemporary form, most frequently as a mask. In the late 2000s and early 

2010s, we see this image across bodies and screens in various geographies. 

The hacktivist group Anonymous employed this image as their face, so to speak, 

and one can see them as partly responsible for such vast dissemination. Anonymous 

itself is not a homogenous group at all but a way of addressing oneself through the 

negation of individual identity, originating historically from image boards like 4chan 

that do not require any username or login, and, hence, a name / identification policy of 

any sorts. The emergence of Anonymous itself coincided with a cultural shift whereby 

online anonymity lost its default status and became something that one needs to work 

for, with the introduction of ‘real name’ policies, such Facebook’s and Google’s (Lovink 

2019).   32

 Considering the employment of the Guy Fawkes mask by Anonymous, Gabriela 

Coleman mentions that it was amongst a variety of masks that appeared in their protests 

through assembly in physical spaces (2014, 64). The availability of the Guy Fawkes 

mask was partly a coincidence, because the film had come out recently. Rather than a 

premeditated choice per se, then, the aesthetics of the mask that they were to don was 

conditioned by the emergent visual culture of the moment. It was an image ecology that 

rendered this form more readily available over other forms. Once associated with the 

group, however, it came to claim new meanings that pertain more to this identity than 

the historical character. Coleman cites the first organisations of Anonymous in physical 

space to protest Scientology and how this contributed to the status of the mask: ‘Well 

known, easy to purchase, and imbued with an undeniable symbolic energy – both on 

account of its history and its more recent iteration – the Guy Fawkes mask became the 

mask de jour to deter the prying eyes of Scientology’ (2014, 64). This turn, though, 

came after 2010, when this image, which is generally embodied on a mask, started to 

show up in protests not necessarily connected to each other. It was observed on the 

streets of Sao Paulo, New York City, Cairo, Istanbul. This image occupies such a space 

 See Geert Lovink’s (2019) Sad by Design: On Platform Nihilism and the chapter ‘Mask Design: 32

Aesthetics of the Faceless’ for an account of Anonymous and the Guy Fawkes Mask. Lovink’s reading 
also acknowledges the accidental emergence (in terms of aesthetics) of this particular mask.
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in the contemporary world, where it is embodied both on the screen and also on the 

streets through human bodies, by technical and biological media. What does this image 

try to achieve?  

In order to answer this question, the Guy Fawkes image needs to be situated in a 

broader ecology of images, as broad as the entire screen culture of the 21st century. As 

the late visual culture scholar Anne Friedberg notes, increasingly in the present century 

‘screens have become a pervasive part of the daily experience’ (2009, 6). At the very 

least, we need to look at the use of the mask in the figure of the outlaw, the superhero 

and political saviour as well as similar masking techniques of disguise and symbolism 

in contemporary politics that does not use this figure.  

In the case of Pussy Riot in Russia, for instance, the group employs balaclavas 

with a range of colours that reveal as much as they conceal. Their masks are not merely 

there to ‘protect’ their identity as such but also to display a plurality of differences 

through colours. Hence, collective masking is not necessarily a flattening practice. 

Public spaces, especially but not only in the West, are mostly accessible through 

exposure of one’s identity, in one way or the other. The visibility of the face is deemed 

essential in some cases for this identifiability. The much-publicised burqa bans in 

Western Europe, particularly in France and Switzerland, are examples to see how this 

normalcy is enforced.  

The mask cannot, however, in any way be seen as denoting the margin. Quite the 

contrary, it is at the centre of various techniques of belonging and identification that 

pertain to the public side of the political. This is a theme that has been identified in 

political theory. To note again, Hannah Arendt traces the very concept of legal 

personhood, in On Revolution (1990), back to the notion of persona – literally, the mask 

of the actor. Inclusion in the polis, the city itself, is only available through a form of 

masking from this angle: a claiming of a certain identity, a mutual exclusion from and 

with the rest. As such, what is presented as the face to the public is already a certain 

kind of political mask.   33

This can be situated in a broader genealogy of tapping into central nodes of 

image circulation, connecting closely with the alter-globalisation and Zapatista 

 The implications of which have been discussed in Chapter 2. 33
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movements in which the use of masks as disguise and symbol was noticeable. Looking 

at the history of the political uses of the mask, the political philosopher Thomas Nail 

(2013) noted that ‘the use of masks as a political technology against representation has a 

global history unique to the radical Left. This history begins with the use of masks in 

the 1970s and 80s by the German and Italian Autonomists, but was launched into global 

popularity by the Zapatistas.’ This specific aspect of the mask not being representational 

but operating as a specific ‘strategy,’ a technology, connects to the use of Guy Fawkes 

masks. For Nail the very centrality of the use of masks by such movements is connected 

to its anti-representational quality: ‘if the political problem of our time is to become not 

simply the problem of who is represented by parties, states, and capital, but the 

unravelling / undoing of the apparatus of representation itself, a new strategy is called 

for: the mask’ (2013). 

The image of the outlaw and the mask overlaps at various points in the history of 

visual cultures, starting with the very first experiments with the moving image, where 

we can find the first traces of this engraining of such figures in our collective 

imaginaries. The 1913–14 French film serial, Fantômas, is an early example of 

codifying the figures that operate outside the law through their masks. The bandits of 

the Western genre, too, have since its origins donned masks, for example in works 

around Edwin S. Porter’s The Great Train Robbery (1903). George N. Fenin and 

William K. Everson in their book The Western: From Silent to Cinerama note the 

prevalence of ambiguous identity in the genre, from villains to heroes, both operating 

outside the law (1962, 230). The Lone Ranger (1938) is illustrative of this. The Western 

as a genre stems from and establishes the Myth of the Frontier, which is understood as 

the story of the institution of the law on the land, a central myth to understanding the 

founding ideas of the United States (Slotkin 1992). 

The mask is an essential part of the outfit of superheroes, which undoubtedly 

constitute some of the most iconic images of heroism in contemporary visual cultures, 

parts of the genealogies of which we can locate in the Western. Barbara Brownie and 

Danny Graydon (2016) in their study, The Superhero Costume: Identity and Disguise in 

Fact and Fiction, quotes a telling line from the Batman series: ‘a masked person is not 

simply a man or woman whose identity is hidden, but he is an enigmatic entity standing 

outside the sphere of ordinary conduct…enjoying a freedom of movement and conduct 



  !     107

denied to ordinary men’ (2016, 27). The passing of the threshold from centre to the 

margin, to the domain in which ‘ordinary conduct’ ceases to be the norm, is both 

enabled and codified with the mask in this transmedial genre. Comparing the superhero 

costume to the uniforms of security officers, which associates them with the ‘right side 

of the law,’ Brownie and Graydon emphasise that the mask functions ‘as a license to act 

outside the law’ (2016, 36). The ‘goodness’ attributed to such masks gets transformed in 

real life conflicts in the ‘eyes’ of the law – or better, the international and the national 

laws constitute markedly different point of views. 

Zorro is one of the earliest examples of the fictional masked avenger with a 

double identity. He made his debut with the 1919 novel The Curse of Capistrano, which 

sold over 50 million copies. The character was featured in a total of five serialised 

stories and 57 short stories, and appeared in over 40 films and in ten TV series, as well 

as other media such as stories by other authors, audio / radio dramas, comic books and 

strips, stage productions and video games. One of the latest incarnations of the hero was 

enacted by Antonio Banderas and Anthony Hopkins in the movie The Mask of Zorro 

(1988), underlining one of the key features of the ‘man behind the mask’: he is not just 

one man but many – in this case just two, but as Banderas’ character tells his son at the 

end of the movie ‘there must always, always be a Zorro. And some day, when he’s 

needed, we will see him again.’ The mask stays, but the man behind it changes. The 

hero is immortal, while the embodiment is mortal.  

 This theme of the immortal mask and the mortal man behind it can be found in 

the eponym of the legendary comic strip by Lee Falk that was first published in 1936. 

The Phantom is known as ‘the man who cannot die,’ because no one knew that the 

person behind the mask kept changing every generation. The anonymity of the mask in 

these scenarios gives the masked hero his immortality. Anyone who is willing to occupy 

this position can don the mask, and through them the masked hero can live on as an 

image. The same sentiment is embraced by the masked resisters in contemporary urban 

conflicts around the world, which share not only the mass deployment of the Guy 

Fawkes mask, but also their ‘refusal to have a representative face come forward as the 

avatar of the revolution,’ as W. J. T. Mitchell puts it (2012, 9). In his essay, written on 

the invitation by the Egyptian Ministry of Culture, Mitchell asks: ‘Is there a dominant 

global image – call it a world picture – that links the Occupy movement to the Arab 



  !     108

Spring? … any single image that captured and perhaps even motivated the widely 

noticed synergy and infectious mimicry between Tahrir Square and Zuccotti 

Park?’ (2012, 8). According to Mitchell, the demands of Tahrir Square and Wall Street 

overlapped inasmuch as they were hard to specify, stemming not a from premeditated 

programme but emerging through their refusal to articulate a set of demands attributable 

to a coherent identity. The second point of convergence is their ‘anti-iconic, non-

sovereign image repertoire’ (Mitchell 2012, 9).  

In reply to his own question, Mitchell writes:  

Wall Street was radical in its demands and (some would say) even more radical in 
its refusal at the outset to be pinned down to any specific demands. And this is 
something it had in common with Tahrir Square, with its conspicuous insistence 
on an anti-iconic, non-sovereign image repertoire. Tahrir Square may have 
opened a Facebook account, but it refused to have a representative face come 
forward as the avatar of the revolution. This was partly tactical, of course, for if 
the police had been in possession of such a face, they would have quickly arrested 
and tortured the body connected to it. But it was also a key ideological feature of 
the Occupy movement, which insisted on an iconography of nonsovereignty and 
anonymity. (2012, 9) 

 The Guy Fawkes mask, that is already contaminated with the masks of all the 

fictional masked heroes circulating in the media ecology, is the medium through 

which this non-sovereign anonymity is embodied. According to Mitchell, the 

‘global revolution of 2011’ operated by ‘renouncing the face and figure of the 

charismatic leader in favor of the face in and of the crowd, the assembled masses. 

When faces did emerge, they were those of anonymous individuals or indefinitely 

repeatable masks, such as the grinning visage of Guy Fawkes’ (2012, 9). 

However, in Turkey, there were reasons specific to this locality for wanting to 

renounce the ‘face and the figure of the charismatic leader,’ which can only be 

understood through a more detailed look at the local image ecology of the country, 

at the time of Gezi.  

In a polity and political climate already populated by facial images of political 

figures, Guy Fawkes became one of the most prevalent during the course of Gezi. Seen 

on the sidewalk here, exhibited by the street seller along with swimming goggles 

intended for the practical purpose of protecting the eyes against tear gas, this mask’s 

availability and material circulation present a complex case within the context of this 
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particular conflict. Here, the main questions I address to unpack the relations between 

its function and aesthetics are: what are the conditions within which it emerges, and 

what kind of work(s) does it perform.  

fig.4.4 ‘A street vendor sells Guy Fawkes masks on Taksim square in Istanbul,’ 
June 5, 2013. ARIS MESSINIS/AFP/Getty Images. 

The iconography of Gezi must be situated in the larger ecology of images in 

Turkey, as it pertains to the territorialisation of power and enactment of resistance 

through facial images. The facial image is an agent through which political power 

territorialises itself – as evident from the portraitures of ‘heads’ of states that adorns 

coins, banknotes, and surfaces and spaces of official buildings. Benjamin (2008) argued, 

already in 1936, that the mechanical reproduction of images opens up a new paradigm 

of visuality, one that creates new dimensions of seriality – a self-repetition across space 

and time. If we see money as a medium of economic relation, then faces become the 

image of this medium. They are symbolically imprinted but nevertheless put into 

circulation and constitute a part of the visual culture of the everyday. 

Turkey, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk (henceforth MKA), the founder of the current 

polity to whom the ideology of Kemalism is attributed, has traditionally been the primal 

image that demarcated the Republic of Turkey and its territories, along with the Turkish 

flag. MKA’s likeness, as the image of the founder of the Republic, the head of state and 
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the icon of Kemalism, appears on a range of materialities and contexts, including 

banknotes and coins. It is a legal obligation to put an image of MKA, together with the 

flag, on every governmental building and every classroom of every school, whether 

private or public, as well as on every school book. Add to this the statues of MKA in 

every central square in every city, including Taksim Square in Istanbul, and one might 

begin to understand the ecology of images in Turkey and how much the figure of MKA 

has become a part of daily life.  

        The flag is treated with a sacred reverence in public life in Turkey, and its 

embodiment through garments and other means is therefore limited in comparison 

to US culture, for example, where one can observe a more casual relationship with 

the flag.  The flag has a protected status in the Turkish legal system, which seeks 34

to prevent the modification of its form and limits the kinds and modes of media 

upon which it can appear. Turkish Law 2893 (‘The Law Concerning Turkish 

“Flag”’) was passed on September 24, 1983 and brought a wider scale of 

restrictions than its 1936 predecessor which it replaced. The law details the limits 

of use as follows: ‘Except for official oath ceremonies it shall not be used on 

desks and podiums as a cover for any purpose. It shall not be put on places where 

people sit or stand. The shape of the flag shall not be made to these places and 

similar things. It shall not be worn as a dress or uniform.’ The flag marks the 

territories but organises the bodies around itself, rather than residing on those very 

bodies upon which it has power. The law also details the code of conduct in 

relation to what one can or cannot do with the flag, i.e. how it needs to be treated: 

‘The Turkish Flag shall not be insulted or shown disrespect by speech, writing, 

action or any other means. The flag shall not be torn, burned, thrown or used 

without care.’  This level of distance creates a considerable vacuum for 35

identification through other icons that demarcate the national identity (Billig 

1995).  

  

 In Dress Code, Ruth P. Rubinstein uses a photograph that was printed in the New York Times February 34

10, 1991 issue, which depicts a family of three all wearing garments on which the USA flag is printed. 
This is emblematic of the acceptability of the embodiment of flag as an image in American culture (1995, 
206–7).

 http://www.mevzuat.gov.tr/MevzuatMetin/1.5.2893.pdf35
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fig.4.5 DHA, August 11, 2013. Star. https://www.star.com.tr/guncel/ataturk-maskesi-
yok-satiyor-haber-804522/. 

       This made MKA’s image another means of the manifestation of power 

through which the political centre and ideology establish itself over Turkey’s 

territories. Albeit it is also protected by law, his image is much more liquid due to 

the fact that it stems from a body, and, maybe more importantly, a countenance. 

This image adorns not only official buildings, but also many public and private 

spaces in many forms, from busts and statues to ever-present posters and 

paintings. However, the embodiment of MKA’s image is even more pervasive 

than this. For one, it is instantiated in human bodies as well, through his myriad 

impersonators that populate national holidays, and tattoo shops that would happily 

ink his face onto your skin free of charge in the Kemalist stronghold of Izmir. This 

tendency was featured on the pages of The Times in April 20, 2013 with the title 

‘Lookalike Keeps Alive the Cult of Atatürk,’ featuring ‘Göksal Kaya as the 

premier impersonator of Turkey’s founder’ (Christie-Miller 2013). In recent years 

his mask has also become widespread, especially donned during commemorations 

on the anniversary of his death. Unlike masks of other ‘celebrities’ there is a genre 

of masks in gold colour, which seems to be specific to MKA. This appears to be 

connected to the omnipresence of his face on coins of Turkish lira as well as 

golden coins issued by the Republic of Turkey. In other words, the currency of his 

countenance is connected to these metals and alloys that constitute the materiality 

of coins, and his face as the authenticating figure. 
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President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s countenance has gained a level of mobility 

and visibility in the last few decades, and may constitute the only rival to MKA’s in that 

regard. Erdoğan’s masks emerge at rallies of his political party, the Justice and 

Development Party (AKP). The leadership cult of MKA bled into that of Erdoğan to 

become a unifying and flattening mechanism of power that operates through 

iconographies of leaders – past and present – in Turkey as these planes become visible 

sites of friction between various strata of the society. The cult figure provides a serial 

image that centralises power through distribution.  

fig.4.6 Clockwise from top left: ‘A supporter of Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
waves a Turkish flag and wears a mask during a rally in Istanbul,’ June 16, 2013. OZAN KOSE/
AFP/Getty Images; ‘A supporter of Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan wears a mask 
during a rally in Istanbul,’ June 16, 2013. OZAN KOSE/AFP/Getty Images; ‘A supporter wear a 

mask of Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan during an 'anti-terrorism' rally in Istanbul,’ 
September 20, 2015. OZAN KOSE/AFP/Getty Images; ‘A woman wears a mask depicting Turkish 

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan during a campaign rally for the 'yes' vote in a constitutional 
referendum in Istanbul,’ April 8, 2017. OZAN KOSE/AFP/Getty Images. 

The idea of political personhood as persona (literally, mask), via Arendt, is 

particularly resonant with the governing) AKP’s central rhetoric developed since 2002 

around the notion of ‘New Turkey.’ This project is one that aims to write a new 

constitution and, in doing so, to redefine the ‘[ideal] citizen’ in a way that revises 

Kemalism, replacing its cult figure with the image of Erdoğan (Tuğal 2016). The urban 

development project in Taksim Square, in opposition to which the Gezi uprising started, 

was a symbolic acceleration of the ‘New Turkey’ project, and included the demolition 
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not only of Gezi Park, but also Atatürk Cultural Centre, as well as the building of a 

mosque. One of the results of this ongoing ‘New Turkey’ project, at the time of Gezi, 

was to divide the country into Kemalists and Erdoğanists, with both sides trying to 

claim the flag for itself.  

Given this media ecology it is no wonder that the foremost reasons for the 

popularity of the Gezi Movement was its ‘renouncing the face and figure of the 

charismatic leader in favor of the face in and of the crowd’ (Mitchell 2012, 9). The idea 

of the ‘Gezi spirit’ was often used to refer to the collective identity of the movement, 

and masking was a way to embody this spirit. According to Yeğenoğlu (2013), the 

catchphrase ‘Gezi spirit’ referred to resisting shoulder-to-shoulder with those of 

different social and political backgrounds, against the ‘biopower’ that recruits various 

oppressive methods to homogenise everyday life.  

As Zik suggests, the Gezi spirit enabled the ‘co-existence of several identities, by 

conceptualising the multidimensional and multilayered “we” for the Gezi 

movement’ (2018, 5). Zik believes ‘leaderlessness and anonymity to be an important 

component of this spirit’ (2018, 8). The Guy Fawkes mask, then, was the perfect way to 

express ‘unity in diversity’ (2018, 23) by endlessly repeating the same face on an 

extremely diverse mass of resisters, recreating the multilayered ‘we’ out of the 

movement, by literally layering the face with a mask that put the common cause above 

the various identities the demonstrators brought to the park. 

One of the most striking examples of the local and global media ecologies 

merging during the Gezi Movement was when the Turkish hacktivist group Red Hack 

posted an image created by combining the Guy Fawkes mask with the face of Ethem 

Sarisuluk, who lost his life during the Gezi protests when he was shot in the head by a 

police officer (fig.4.7). Red Hack was established in 1997 and defines itself as a Marxist 

socialist group struggling against imperialism, capitalism and fascism. Members (they 

claim to be 12 in total) use aliases from the popular animated children’s series The 

Smurfs (Akser 2015, 278). The group has claimed responsibility for hacking the 

websites of the Turkish Police, the Turkish Armed Forces, the Turkish Ministry of the 

Interior and the Turkish Council of Higher Education. Red Hack intensified its cyber-

attacks during Gezi, in solidarity with the movement, and for the first time group 
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members gave hour-long interviews on independent tv channels, wearing the masks of 

their own devising.  36

fig.4.7 RedHack (@TheRedHack), Twitter image, 24 June, 2013. https://twitter.com/
TheRedHack/status/349268754552721408/photo/1.  

4.2 Gas Mask and Tear Gas 

The mask of the combined face of Guy Fawkes and Ethem Sarisuluk is not only an 

example of how the local and global media ecologies merge but also how the Guy 

Fawkes image that spreads by contaminating various media, is also contaminated by the 

specific contexts within which it finds embodiment. The gas mask itself is a symbol in 

its own right, in Gezi and elsewhere. It is as if the gas mask becomes the ‘face’ of the 

movement / resistance, which has no leader or face to symbolise it. Some of the many 

ways in which the image of the gas mask was deployed during Gezi have intricate 

connections to the local culture, which both separates them from and ties them to 

similar deployments all over the world.  

 RedHack on Halk TV, Jun 7, 2013: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rhJ8r6tksCM36
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Here we see an encounter between the local and the global cultures that Anna 

Tsing conceptualises in her book Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection 

(2005). Tsing argues that globalisation does not denote a clash or clashes as such, but 

actually takes place through the very frictions between interacting elements that come 

into relation with each other. She conjures a number of illustrative metaphors for the 

situation: ‘A wheel turns because of its encounter with the surface of the road; spinning 

in the air it goes nowhere. Rubbing two sticks together produces heat and light; one 

stick alone is just a stick. As a metaphorical image, friction reminds us that 

heterogenous and unequal encounters can lead to new arrangements of culture and 

power’ (2005, 5). Hence, friction is not an obstacle against globalising tendencies but 

actually the very thing that gives it momentum.  

‘The gas-masked whirling dervish’ of Gezi is one such image that articulates the 

local culture of the metropolis whilst creating a productive friction with the global. 

There were two separate images of this figure in circulation during and after Gezi. In 

the first one, which was taken on the same day as the photo of the masked bodies on the 

vandalised bus, June 2, 2013, we see the figure dancing at Gezi Park, with a crowd 

watching him. The name of the performance is written on the distributed image as a 

slogan: ‘Sen de Gel,’ which can be translated as ‘You, too, Should Come.’ As Zik 

glosses this, it borrows ‘the famous phrase of Sufi dervishes, dating back to the 13th 

century. Embodied within this phrase, Sufism (in theory) is known for its heterodoxy 

and inclusiveness toward all sorts of social, ethnic, and religious backgrounds, and its 

acceptance of every individual independent of their past and future intentions’ (Zik 

2018, 13). Therefore the captured moment of the dance, with wide-open arms, turns into 

an invitation to join the resistance.  

The second image of the gas-masked dervish seems less of a document and 

much more produced. More importantly, there is no guarantee that a global audience 

will make connections between the two images, or even know that this second image is 

of a figure of a whirling dervish. Therefore, one could argue that this image has a life of 

its own, which might be stripped of most of its Sufi connotations of acceptance of and 

invitation to all. In fact, there are many other details of the photo that might speak to 

locals while falling on deaf ears in global distribution, starting from the place from 

which the photo is taken. 
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fig.4.8  Ziya Azazi as whirling dervish at Gezi Park, Acar, Baris, October 6, 2013. Gezi 
Direnişi'nin “Gaz Maskeli Dervişi” Ziya Azazi Ile Söyleşi. E-Skop Magazine. http://www.e-

skop.com/skopbulten/gezi-direnisinin-gazmaskeli- dervisi-ziya-azazi-ile-soylesi/1559. 

 

fig.4.9 Ziya Azazi on top of AKM, Acar, Baris, October 6, 2013. Gezi Direnişi'nin “Gaz 
Maskeli Dervişi” Ziya Azazi Ile Söyleşi. E-Skop Magazine. http://www.e-skop.com/

skopbulten/gezi-direnisinin-gazmaskeli- dervisi-ziya-azazi-ile-soylesi/1559. 

The image captures the figure of the dervish on the rooftop of the Atatürk Cultural 

Center (AKM), which is one of the most famous pieces of modern architecture 

symbolic of the Republic and where Western forms of high art such as classical music, 

ballet and opera had been staged for decades. The AKP government closed it down for 
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renovations in 2009, and it has been standing empty since. In fact, the AKM building 

was as much a part of the urban development plan the government had for Taksim 

Square as Gezi Park itself, since it was one of the symbols of the ‘old Republic,’ with 

the name Atatürk stamped on it, which the current government was trying to replace 

with the ‘new Turkey.’ It is worth noting that AKM has now been demolished, although 

the park remains, due to the success of Gezi.  

Likewise, the area in the background of the image that falls exactly between the 

hands of the dervish is the space in which the urban development plan envisioned the 

new mosque. This is yet another symbol of the ‘New Turkey’ which the government is 

trying to build and the demonstrators were protesting against. To the global viewer all 

these connotations might be lost, and the rooftop would be perceived simply as a high 

vantage point from which to see the square below. Similarly, it is not easy to understand 

that the figure in the photo is wearing a whirling dervish’s skirt. One could assume he 

has just wrapped a red cloth around him and that he is otherwise naked. If anything, this 

red cloth will be seen to echo the red flag in the background, erasing all spiritual 

connotations and replacing them with nationalistic ones. No doubt this resonance 

between the red clothes was intended, but more to bring together the religious and the 

national than to replace one with the other. The gesture and position of the figure’s arms 

become enigmatic, too, when divorced from the dance moves it was a part of in the 

previous picture. It can be read both as saluting the crowd below and as praying to the 

gods above, or even as a gesture of defiance or vengeance. The body is markedly toned 

and the muscles of the upper body are the focal point of the image, lending it a global 

appeal. 

Here the localisation is reabsorbed into its more global iterations. However, it is 

not at all easy to claim that such a global appeal was not sought after in the making of 

the image, if only to make the local – in this case Islam – more accessible to the global. 

As Banu Gökarıksel states, ‘the whirling dervish image acquired visual potency and 

global aesthetic appeal by contrasting a welcoming, accommodating Islam, of 

aestheticised embodied performance with the aggressive combative masculinities of 

police, some protestors and Erdoğan himself’ (2016, 240). 

 So it seems there is a contradiction inherent to the symbolic meaning of the gas-

masked figures in urban conflicts, especially in relation to the function of the mask to 
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hide identity. On the one hand the mask functions to hide the wearer from state 

surveillance and protect them from the chemical attacks of the riot police. On the other 

hand, it could be perceived by some as a ‘prop’ in images created for self-promotion in 

a manner reminiscent to advertising. This tension seems to echo the tension in 

contemporary artworks that was the focus of the last chapter, insofar as it resembles the 

adoption of masking as an escape from the surveillance apparatus as opposed to 

embracing it as an identity to promote through the advertising machine, in the works of 

artists such as Jillian Mayer (explored in Chapter 3). After all, the image of the gas-

masked dervish is another instance of contemporary art that brings the mask, the 

embodied performance and the photograph together.  

But unlike these images, in which the gas mask is worn without any immediate 

need to do so, and therefore becoming more symbolic than practical, the gas mask had a 

very practical function in the Gezi uprising. As media theorist Jussi Parikka posits in his 

article, ‘McLuhan at Taksim Square,’ due to the excessive use of tear gas during Gezi, 

utilisation of gas masks by protestors was a necessity to access the public spaces – for 

the public to reclaim such spatiality and perform their right to demonstrate (2014a, 91–

93). Here, in dialogue with Parikka, one can say that the gas mask operates as a medium 

in a McLuhanian sense, as an extension of the body, that renders the hostile 

environment habitable to the person who dons it. This habitability achieved via the 

mask signals a biopolitical condition through its rendering available of the polis to the 

body.  

Rather than an attack on life itself, one can think of tear gas attack as an attack on 

the conditions of biological existence. It is not humans who are targeted directly in this 

way, but the quality, or better, the breathability of the air that surrounds them.  This 37

strategy, argues Peter Sloterdijk in relation to gas warfare, ‘is about integrating the most 

fundamental strata of the biological conditions for life into the attack: the breather, by 

continuing his elementary habitus, i.e. the necessity to breathe, becomes at once a 

victim and an unwilling accomplice in his own annihilation’ (2009, 22–23). Other 

secondary habits are altered due to the attack on the elementary habitus, creating 

paradoxical consequences. One example would be mobile phone use. Access to and use 

 Although this was not solely and exclusively the case in Turkey: gas canisters were used as projectiles 37

by the police to shoot the protestors, resulting in many injuries, including head traumas with permanent 
consequences such as loss of eyes. 
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of mobile phones came to represent a matter of life and death for the protestors during 

police attacks, since they were the primary way through which one could find friends 

and family lost in the gas, to acquire knowledge as to where the makeshift temporary 

hospitals were located, or which way to run to avoid being caught in a crossfire of tear 

gas.  

These manual habits of the everyday were conceptualised by Marcel Mauss as 

‘techniques of the body’ (1973, originally published in 1934). Earlier, Gabriel Tarde in 

The Laws of Imitation (1890) was already referring to such habits and techniques at the 

turn of the twentieth century, claiming they were distributed amongst the population by 

way of social contagion via imitation – an imitative contagion. This conceptualisation 

becomes doubly meaningful when the mask is seen as a technique to acquire immunity. 

‘Mobile devices,’ writes Chun with reference to Heidi Cooley, ‘are designed to be 

responsive and spontaneous, to work at the level of manual habits’ (2016, 7–8). She 

refers to how checking one’s social media account exposes one’s face to the front-facing 

camera of the device. Instances of gas attack cut through habits. Such habitual givens 

become points of infiltration, and the means of protection from them, in turn, achieve 

the maintenance of habits.  

Bringing together the gas warfare of World War I and the gas chambers of World 

War II with the gas attacks of contemporary riot police is possible under the rubric of 

‘negative air conditioning’ (Sloterdijk 2009, 47). Indeed, one can consider the ‘negative 

air conditioning’ by riot police as a contemporary tool of control, and correspondingly 

the use of gas masks by protestors as a tool of immunisation to such means. The 

interaction happens here in phenomenologically processable temporalities. In other 

words, its effects are felt on the embodied experiences of the subjected bodies. The 

police themselves enjoy access to specially designed gas masks in these scenarios that 

nullify the adverse effects of the agents they use. However, these masks are by law 

denied to their adversaries .  

In this regard, a consideration of what the tear gas does in these scenarios of 

conflict is necessary to understand the mode of operation of the masks. Anna 

Feigenbaum puts the gas-ness of the tear gas in question by saying that it ‘is actually not 

a gas at all’ (2017, 6). She writes, ‘While in photographs it looks like a cloud of smoke, 

most tear gas operates as moisture that sticks to and covers everything it touches – the 
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skin, the soil, the surrounding architecture’ (2017, 8). The operation of what is identified 

as tear gas is not only applicable to the modulation of breathing air but also the surfaces 

– biological or not – within the environment it permeates. Its deployment marks an area 

to avoid for the living and regulates space through interacting with mechanisms of 

sustaining bodily integrity. Feigenbaum continues: 

the chemical compounds referred to as ‘tear gas’ are lachrymatory agents (from 
the Latin lacrima, which means ‘tear’). Tear gases include, CS (2-
chlorobenzylidene malonitrile), CN (choloroacetophenone) and CR 
(dibenzoxazepine). These are irritants that can be released as a fine particulate 
smoke, a vapor or a liquid spray. Pepper spray or OC (oleoresin capsicum) is an 
inflammatory agent that also falls under this umbrella term for chemical weapons 
that induce tearing.’ (Feigenbaum 2017, 6; emphasis added)  

In other words, as the chemicals enter the body, they induce the body to let liquids 

out of it. The attack itself is focused on the mechanisms of the body that negotiate its 

boundaries, its insides and outsides, and on rendering incapable the functioning of its 

homeostatic systems. Furthermore,  

tear gases are designed to attack the senses simultaneously… In medical terms, 
tear gas operates on multiple sites of the body at once, primarily affecting the 
mucous membranes and respiratory system. It can cause excessive tearing, 
burning, blurred vision, redness, runny nose, burning of the nostrils and mouth, 
difficulty swallowing, drooling, chest tightness, coughing, a choking sensation, 
wheezing, shortness of breath, skin burns, rashes, nausea, and vomiting. [It] has 
also been linked to miscarriages, and long-term tissue and respiratory damage. 
(Feigenbaum 2017, 6–8)  

The orifices of the face become the primarily vulnerable due to their greater 

exposure to the environment than other parts of the body, and they therefore require 

some form of protection in the form of techniques of masking. These orifices also 

require some level of permeability to operate as sensory and vital organs. What makes 

the face a key locale for the identification of the body through its relative self-exposure 

to the observer, is also relevant to environmental effects – conditioned or unconditioned.  

The need to attain some protection for the exposed orifices arises through the 

manipulation of air and surfaces. It is in this ecology that the objects at disposal are used 

as masks. Anything at one’s disposal can become a makeshift ad hoc mask. Sometimes 

this can happen by taking off a t-shirt and exposing one part of the body to cover 
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another. At other times, it is achieved through compiling material like plastic bottles and 

cloths – techniques that protestors acquire both through experience and word-of-mouth 

on the ground, but also via how-to images circulated online.  38

        An attack, then, becomes an event that reorganises matter in certain ways, 

and these arrangements claim functions as masks. The materiality of these masks 

becomes the key designators of their aesthetics, creating images that themselves 

propagated outside the specific locality. In fact, in a complete reversal of the process of 

using whatever one finds to hand, the global market now make available an ‘emergency 

bra’: a bra that can be turned into a gas mask when the sensor on it changes colour, 

indicating danger. Such commodities seem to rest on the belief that urban conflicts are 

not extraordinary historical instances but moments in a never-ending cycle of crises. 

This resonates with the idea of crisis capitalism first put forth by Marxist critiques but 

which appears, now, to have become a generally accepted fact: capitalist economies 

regularly fall into crisis. In fact, if one considers that the Gezi Movement was first and 

foremost an ecological movement insofar as it aimed to protect one of the few 

remaining green spaces in the city, the figure of the gas mask has a more permanent 

resonance beyond the urgency of the clash with riot police, as a more permanent 

protection from air pollution, caused in part by the lack of green spaces in urban areas.  

 4.3 Either Tear Gas or Air Pollution  

To be able to make sense of the particular dynamics of images in Gezi, one needs to 

look at both the urban issues that characterise life in this heavily populated city and also 

how events leading to and following it contributed to it. Projects, such as Kanal Istanbul 

and the new airport, are enabled through legislation (and indeed, increasingly by decree 

under the continuing de facto and de jure states of emergency). Their implementations 

in turn are guarded by law enforcement. The means of this control operates on a level of 

denying breathing air in immediate spatialities. The tear gas of the police is required as 

an agent to control an opposition to an assault on breathing air in longer durations as 

well – an instantiation of the power dynamics at place. In other words, the crowd 

control mechanisms that modulate the breathing air in immediate temporalities enable 

the deterioration of the urban atmosphere in longer durations. 

 https://www.wikihow.com/Make-a-Gas-Mask38
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As Gezi was still unfolding, academic and activist Mehmet Baris Kuymulu 

published his observations in the journal City under the title ‘Reclaiming the Right to 

the City: Reflections on the Urban Uprisings in Turkey.’ Kuymulu invites the journal’s 

readership to a reconsideration of Henri Lefebvre’s call to action in relation to this 

particular instantiation of ‘authoritarian neoliberalism’ (2013, 277). Lefebvre’s 1968 

proposal of the ‘right to the city’ that Kuymulu summons in relation to Gezi can ‘be 

formulated as a transformed and renewed right to urban life,’ and relates to the 

complexities of life in the urban space and how these are constantly remade (1996, 

158). This, as later developed by David Harvey (2008), presents the urban ecology as a 

space of struggle for conditions to sustain human life. Against this backdrop, the very 

breathability of the air in the city became an area of key political struggle. The city as a 

site of politics as polis is articulated here with life, bios, in a direct way, that one may 

navigate through a biopolitics of habitability through the composition of air.  

Istanbul’s air quality has suffered a deterioration similar to that of other 

metropoles around the world (WHO 2018b). Recent scientific studies have established 

links between the increased air pollutants and non-accidental mortality in Istanbul. In 

‘Study on the Association between Air Pollution and Mortality in Istanbul, 2007–2012,’ 

looking at the five years leading up to Gezi, the authors found that ‘with the rapid 

economic development and consequent increase in emission sources in Istanbul, 

cardiovascular, respiratory and other air pollution related diseases pose a major threat 

for people’s health’ (Çapraz et al. 2015, 6). As a densely populated mega-city, Istanbul 

presents a case where the inhabitability of the city is being put into question through the 

processes of migration, transportation and infrastructural ‘developments’ – be they 

driven by global or local forces of the capital, neither of which necessarily treat the city 

as a sustainable human ecology as such, but rather as a locus of value extraction. A 

telling example of this are the so-called ‘crazy projects’ of Istanbul: the Third Bridge 

between the European and Asian sides (Yavuz Sultan Selim Bridge), the Third Airport 

of Istanbul, and Kanal Istanbul, which will open up a new Bosporus parallel to the 

‘natural’ one (Genc 2018). The termination of all the three projects was part and parcel 

of the demands of the protestors in Gezi (Milliyet 2013) Erdoğan’s official advisor and 

confidant Yigit Bulut argued that Gezi was a conspiracy against these three projects.  39

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KrVgglzC2VU39

�zݿ��N�s^�Pegfu�����l�Lo�g��Ψ4�����<�e���PCn�


  !     123

In ‘The Limits of Growth: A Case Study of Three Mega-Projects in Istanbul’ researchers 

Evinc Dogan and Aleksandra Stupar chart how these projects put into danger not only 

the (non-)human habitat of the northern forests of Istanbul, but also the entire 

geography as a whole, with far-reaching implications for the temporality and the 

spatiality of this city and Turkey as a whole (Dogan and Stupar 2017).  40

These events, I argue, are iterations of the drive for profit and reallocation of 

capital that constitute the context in which the Gezi Park protests came into being. 

Deforestation and displacement through gentrification go hand in hand here.  Kanal 41

Istanbul is currently in the project phase despite the efforts of local non-governmental 

organisations. The canal, if the project comes into being, would provide an additional 

waterway between the Black Sea and the Marmara Sea, threatening both the marine and 

terrestrial ecosystems that cannot be dissociated from what is called the city (Gökçe 

2016). The Union of Chambers of Turkish Engineers and Architects (TTMOB) notes 

that ‘the scientists who studied the possible effects of the project expressed that it will 

threaten Istanbul’s vital support systems such as northern forests, water basins, 

agricultural and pasture lands, underground waters as well as threatening biodiversity 

and the deterioration of natural drainage’ (Gökçe 2016, translation mine). 

        Their effects will expand into coming centuries by disrupting the flow of the 

Bosporus, not to mention the more immediate effects of deforestation and population 

growth that infrastructural projects bring without exception. The TMMOB and its 

subbranch the Chamber of Environmental Engineers in Turkey (ÇMO) published a 

report on Kanal Istanbul in 2016 that lists the irreversible damage that the project is 

likely to cause. Specifically citing the earthquake of August 17, 1999 that claimed more 

 The vision for 2023, the 100th year of Republic of Turkey was announced in 2013 and the projects 40

were an integral part of it: https://www.foreignaffairs.com/country-focus/turkey-landmark-decade

 ‘Deforestation is a serious concern when the scale of the projects is taken into consideration. 80% of 41

the total project area of the third airport consists of forested land’ (Dogan and Stupar 2017, 286); Nilgün 
Ergun of Istanbul Technical University describes how this process started in the 1980s, which was 
characterised by the neoliberalisation of Turkey with free-market economics introduced after the coup of 
1980. The gentrification occurred through infrastructural projects: ‘Istanbul is the biggest city in Turkey. 
After the 1980s, along with the construction of the second Bosporus Bridge and its adjoining highways, 
the construction of high-rise buildings began on these axes to accommodate developments in the 
communication technology and transportation industries (Dokmeci and Berkoz 1994). Consequently, 
many members of the middle and high income groups that had previously worked and lived in the central 
areas of the city moved to business centers and private neighbourhoods, newly constructed outside the 
city. These new sites were constructed in rural areas, the protection and infrastructure of which were 
usually provided by private companies. This process intensified after the earthquake of August 1999, with 
the movement of the higher-income groups away from the city’ (Ergun 2004, 391).
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than ten thousand lives in the Marmara Region of Turkey within which Istanbul resides, 

the ÇMO emphasises the insufficient urban planning that could lead to fatalities in 

relation to future calamities as well as damages of longer durations. Therefore, 

compared to the ‘terrors from the air’ that Sloterdijk grouped under the umbrella 

‘negative air conditioning’ (one of which is tear gas attacks), these large urban 

development projects take more time to show their lethal consequences for the air of the 

city and the quality of breathing air. Following Nixon, one may call this ‘slow violence,’ 

which is a form of violence ‘that is neither spectacular nor instantaneous, but rather 

incremental and accretive, its calamitous repercussions playing out across a range of 

temporal scales’ (2011, 2).  

The Gezi Movement was among other things a protest against this slow violence 

and a resistance to projects that were to cause it. It was a movement of citizens that 

aimed to counteract this sedimentary or residual mode of destruction, which comes in 

the form of slow violence of environmental undoing in Istanbul. However, it was 

repressed by the ‘spectacular and instantaneous’ violence of the riot police. Those who 

opposed the slow poisoning of the air they breathe were forced to breathe an 

instantaneously poisoned air, and those who wanted to keep gas masks from becoming a 

permanent accessory in urban environments were forced to wear them to resist. In doing 

so, the bodies gathered in Gezi experimented with forms of collectivities that avoided 

the totalising force and function of iconic faces in the politics in Turkey. Instead, these 

bodies lent themselves to images that cross media in various ways. 

I will return to the subject of slow violence and how it renders the gas mask a 

permanent appendage in a more global context than that of Istanbul and Gezi in Chapter 

6, which focuses on the history and materiality of the gas mask. In the next chapter, I 

turn to the vital affordances of the mask in the context of medical emergencies proper 

by looking at the West African Ebola Virus Disease outbreak of 2014, and the 

circulation of the images of personal protective equipment in this context.  
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5. Embodiment and (In)visibility of Viruses: Ebola and the Plague 

By their symptoms you shall know them. 

 – William S. Burroughs (1981, 35)  

 

fig.5.1  TIME Magazine 2014: Person Of The Year Covers, December 22, 2014. Top right: 
photograph by Bryan Schutmaat for TIME. Other four photographs by Jackie Nickerson for TIME. 

http://time.com/time-person-of-the-year-ebola-fighters-choice/. 

The deadliest outbreak of Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) since its initial identification in 

1976 happened in West Africa. Officially declared in Guinea on 22 March 2014, the 

epidemic progressed to neighbouring West African countries Liberia and Sierra Leone, 

and claimed more than 11,000 lives by the time it was declared over two years later on 

14 January 2016 (MSF 2016). Happening in an era that is characterised by global 

connectivity, not merely in terms of the movement of images beyond specific 

geographic locations but also of commodities and organisms at an escalating speed, this 

epidemic rendered discernible some of the characteristics of the age where events 

unfold through these uneven networks.  

The images of the outbreak provide a visual starting point that demarcates how 

this event has unfolded and been imagined. Photographs from regions affected by the 

epidemic, such as Sierra Leone and Guinea, were featured in the news around the world. 
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Especially, images of medical staff in their hazmat (hazardous material) suits appeared 

in articles and social media posts alike. This may have found its apex of visibility when 

Time magazine chose ‘the Ebola fighters’ as the person of the year of 2014 (Gibbs 

2014). The magazine offered five different covers for this particular issue, featuring 

people who worked to address this epidemic in affected countries. The most distinct 

among the group features a doctor in apparent full hazmat suit, with his white surgical 

mask and transparent goggles. Its distinctiveness is emphasised by the arrangement of 

the covers in the microsite dedicated to the issue as well, where the one in question has 

been located in the very middle, covering roughly as much space as the other four 

combined (fig.5.1).  

The hazmat suit here itself is reduced to a mask, because the doctor was 

photographed through the prevalent genre of portraiture – their masked face becomes 

the representative image of this person. Furthermore, one can also note that this mask, 

as part of the suit, has become one of the ‘faces’ of the phenomenon, in the sense of 

being representative of it. It was in this way that the EVD outbreak was communicated 

visually to global audiences by this central magazine in online platforms and in print. 

Even though the virus did not spread beyond the region during this outbreak, in 

comparison to the initial projections and anxieties regarding a pandemic, these images 

permeated the screens of networked devices globally (WHO 2014). In other words, the 

images took on a life of their own and exceeded the immediate location – the site of the 

biological event – spilling over to the other parts of the globe through circulation of the 

imagery of masked bodies. It can be called, to use McKenzie Wark’s (2014) term, a 

global media event.   42

The hazmat suit refers to a complete covering of the body, including the head, as 

well as techniques and protocols of donning and doffing. Its visual documentation in the 

portraiture form equates this suit to a facial mask. Although the ways of imaging and 

imagining the body expanded over the last century, for example with the advent of 

technologies such as magnetic resonance and thermographic imaging, the face remains 

of key importance for popular cultural imageries. Covers of magazines, such as Time, 

feature portraits – which are amongst the oldest and most prevalent forms to depict the 

 Wark (2014): ‘global in that the media vector crosses borders and invokes a transnational geomedia 42

space, media in that the space within which things happen is shaped by the form of the media vector, and 
events in that they are interruptions of a singular, non-recurring kind of time.’
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body (Freeland 2010, 1). One of the identifying differences between the doctor in the 

hazmat suit and the rest of these covers is the covering of the face – the doctor’s suit 

becomes a mask. 

This chapter explores the types of masking that emerge around contagious 

diseases – predominantly, through a case study of the 2014 Ebola outbreak of West 

Africa – by taking into consideration its global and historical situatedness. It draws on 

the discourses about the diseases through visual depictions and narratives constructed 

around them, as well as reports by (inter)national agencies and NGOs such as the CDC 

and WHO. In doing so, the chapter examines how the questions of habitability and 

visibility intersect in disease outbreaks, at the level of the individual and the collective 

alike. EVD is one that manifests itself through noticeable symptoms. The embodiment 

of the virus, the infection of the body, gives rise to not just bodily intensities but also 

visual signs of distress. Hence, the disease operates on both levels that are of interest to 

the current project: it is materially and visually significant. 

Our historical moment is an era in which the global connectivity of the species 

poses an existential threat to itself (Wald 2008, 7). Managing the flow of bodies through 

borders has been one of the ways in which this connectivity has been managed. This 

possible threat was acknowledged in a 2016 report by the Global Challenges 

Foundation, which lists the risk of a global pandemic amongst the possible catastrophes 

our species is facing. The risk is connected to the factor of increased ‘transmission of 

pathogens through society…by global travel and dense populations’ (Cotton-Barratt et 

al. 2016). This chapter examines these conditions that urbanisation and networking 

bring about, through a (media) ecological understanding of the present, to assess how 

the technological, the biological and the cultural entwine in the image-medium and the 

technique of the mask in EVD outbreak, with an emphasis on the operation of power at 

material and discursive levels.  

The discussion proceeds via four steps. First, I assess the presence of the mask in 

relation to the global circulation of Ebola images. The protective medical garments, the 

hazmat suits, that are worn in the affected locations constitute the primary image of 

analysis. I argue that the body in a hazardous material suit, when photographically 

documented and disseminated in the portraiture form, is effectively rendered a mask. I 

then examine the biopolitical inclusions and exclusions that these images perform. Why 
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this is deemed particularly a spectacular outbreak is discussed in relation to the 

particular geography of the biological contagion.  

Second, I put the EVD into dialogue with epidemics that predate it and predicate 

its global reception and life: the Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) and 

Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) epidemics. The narratives and response 

stratagems that emerged during these epidemics, such as origin stories regarding 

animal–human relations and anxieties about over-connectivity, have their counterparts 

in EVD as well. The relationship between community and immunity, networked 

contagion and techniques of masking will be read against the background of the 

globalisation of epidemics.  

I then move on to discuss the implications of the movement of the virus beyond 

its specific localities, not just as an image but also in an embodied form. The use of a 

screening technology, infrared imaging, in identifying infected bodies at borders will be 

situated in a discussion of the biopolitics of immigration. I have been reading the 

constitution and maintaining of the borders of the body in its relation to cultural 

techniques. The biopolitics of border control is assessed in this regard, and particular 

techniques of policing the movement of bodies will be situated in the context of 

managing the borders of the body politic. The visibility of the signs of the disease (the 

overt symptoms) and the contagiousness of the infected bodies are read in relation to 

each other. Fever is rendered identifiable from a distance with screening techniques I 

consider in this section, a measurement that otherwise requires physical proximity that 

increases the risk of contagion. 

Finally, I look at the masking of bodies through the affected locations of West 

Africa and discuss its capacity to render the human body biologically immune to the 

virus. The use of this suit by medical staff encapsulates the body and limits the physical 

contact with the contaminated milieu. Furthermore these suits are used to contain the 

disease when worn by the patients. In relation to this, I will widen the historical ambit 

back to early-modern times and assess the immunity–community dynamic vis-à-vis the 

image of the mask and its medical use in continental Europe around the 17th century – 

the plague doctor costume, medico della peste. The use of the mask in this layer bears 

some structural similarities to the current phenomenon, and the emergence of current 

techniques may genealogically be located at this layer of history.  
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The central aim of the chapter is to map the inclusion and exclusion dynamics 

operative in these techniques of mask and masking. Here the bios of biopolitics, the life 

proper, is at focus – that is, which lives are allowed into the political body and which 

are rendered ‘bare’ (Agamben 1998). 

 5.1 A Spectacular Outbreak  

In the foreword of a report entitled, ‘Epidemics: Neglected Emergencies?’ General 

Director of Doctors Without Borders/Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), Bruno Jochum 

describes the significance of the epidemic as follows: ‘The Ebola outbreak that hit West 

Africa in 2014 dominated the headlines for months, eclipsing coverage of other medical 

emergencies. But if we focus too intently on any single disease, we risk overlooking 

less spectacular but far more common outbreaks’ (Rull 2015). Although the EVD has 

one of the highest fatality rates among viral diseases, the number of people affected is 

dwarfed by more common epidemics such as malaria or the common flu (Rull 2015). 

For example in the year 2015 alone malaria claimed about 438,000 lives (World Health 

Organization 2015). Yet still, as Jochum emphasises, Ebola ‘dominated the headlines for 

months’ – if not, in hindsight, years. Its significance, then, cannot be exhausted through 

its fatality and other physiological consequences of the disease, but is also something 

that pertains to its effects that are not immediately biological. This outbreak’s global 

status was not, to put it another way, due to devastating fatality rates. The biological 

effects for this reason should be read in dialogue with the cultural ramifications in order 

to map the heterogeneous multiplicity these constitute together, which is called an 

outbreak.  

To put it in terms of the concept introduced by Deleuze, I consider the EVD 

outbreak an assemblage. Deleuze defines the concept as  

a multiplicity which is made up of heterogeneous terms and which establishes 
liaisons, relations between them, across ages, sexes and reigns – different natures. 
Thus the assemblage’s only unity is that of a co-functioning: it is a symbiosis, a 
‘sympathy.’ It is never filiations which are important, but alliances, alloys; these 
are not successions, lines of descent, but contagions, epidemics, the wind. 
(Deleuze and Parnet 2002, 69; emphasis added) 

What Deleuze’s term facilitates is a vision of how the immediately biological effects of 

the disease constitute only a part of the (outbreak) assemblage. Discussing the Ebola 
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epidemic as an assemblage allows for a broad framework whereby the fatality of the 

infection is not separated from the discourses, visual and beyond, and techniques that 

surround it, as well as the technological relationalities at stake. Instead, this reading 

acknowledges the radical interrelations between these disparate elements, looking at it 

not as an isolated biological agent but a multiplicity that one can only navigate within 

an ecology of things and processes. Joost Van Loon argued that it may be analytically 

infeasible to divide real and imaginary risks of such events in the framework of 

networked ecologies within which they occur (2000, 165–182). Imaginaries articulate 

the real, and reality feeds into the repertoire of the imaginable. The discursive 

dimension of the outbreak, in other words, is essential to its unfolding in reality. 

The hazmat suit performs exclusions, and also enables inclusions on the 

immediate level when embodied by medical staff and patients on the ground. It 

physically separates the wearer from the (dangerous) environment, but also renders this 

cohabitation possible. I further explore this capacity in the following sections. In this 

part, I am interested in the global circulation of the photographs of hazmat-suited bodies 

taken in this locality that can be read as a sign of threat. The need for protection that the 

hazmat-suited body implies communicates the environment within which it is situated, 

including the other people in it, as dangerous. Such images are a means through which 

the anxiety becomes distributed beyond this location and the immunisation of the 

collective becomes possible – defining immunity as ‘becoming exempt from 

physiological danger.’ This is what media theorist Tony D. Sampson calls 

‘immunologic,’ which ‘involves the spreading of fear relating to encounters between a 

knowable self and an unknown nonself’ (2012, 127). By depicting the bodies around the 

infected as requiring spatial differentiation, the hazmat suit becomes an image of 

separation. It conveys that there are infected bodies that one needs to protect oneself 

from. This is one of the ways in which global recognition of such outbreaks is formed. 

On the other hand, the bodies in the photographs without such apparent masking are 

open to being interpreted as possibly already-infected.  

In the arrangement of the covers for the microsite, Time magazine chose to 

photograph the bodies with darker skin tones in explicitly medical garments. The fully 

hazmat-suited doctor at the very centre has both evidently the darkest skin tone and the 

most overtly medical attire – one that covers his whole body except for the limited area 
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around his eyes. Such arrangement by one of the most central image disseminators of 

our age gives a strong lead for interpretation: a clear visual intervention was apparently 

seen essential to transform the bodies with darker skin tones from possible Ebola 

patients into Ebola fighters, from members of a contaminated community in West Africa 

into holders of immunity. Evidently not much was needed for the other two 

photographs, as the Ebola fighter quality of bodies in them was apparently found less 

questionable. Considering that information about such outbreaks enters into the realities 

of many through such images that central media outlets disseminate, the politics of 

these choices becomes more pronounced. 

From this perspective, one can discuss what makes Ebola visible to the degree 

that it finds a place on the covers of such magazines. The ‘spectacularity’ of the disease, 

which Jochum of MSF mentions, can be argued to function as a racialising one. It also 

pertains to geography as racial territorialisation. The African continent is one that has 

been pathologised throughout the years, from the colonial pasts to postcolonial presents, 

not just by journalistic and documentarian modes of image dissemination but also the 

broader system of cultural narratives. Priscilla Wald (2008) asserts that these narratives 

are reproduced in cultural imaginaries through the production and dissemination of texts 

and images pertaining to the origin of outbreaks.  

 

fig.5.2  Peter Casaer/MSF (Medecins Sans Frontieres), March 10, 2015. Featured in MSF 
(Medecins Sans Frontieres) article “Initial results with experimental Ebola drug show positive 

effect for some patients.”  https://www.msf.org.uk/article/ebola-initial-results-with-experimental-
drug-show-positive-effect-for-some-patients.
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The origin of AIDS and its prevalence on the African continent has contributed 

to and catalysed many of these issues regarding the stigmatisation of the ‘African body.’ 

Such othering has in its core a colonial stereotyping through which, as Homi K. Bhabha 

argues, the ‘race becomes the ineradicable sign of negative difference’ (2004, 75). These 

discursive formations operate through an immuno-logic that produces non-selves 

visually. A striking image from MSF features a person in a hazmat suit sitting on a green 

chair, next to an infected person on a red chair, marking the latter as dangerous (fig5.2). 

The person who is not wearing the suit is, one can say, pathologised through this 

codification through colour. However, a counter-reading is at least as valid as this one. 

One cannot see the face of the masked body in this photograph, which limits the 

possibility of identifying with that person. On the other hand, the non-suited person is 

all-too-human with their vulnerability on display, facing not just a virological threat but 

also a radically different bodily presence in front of them. Without the colour coding, it 

is the infected that looks ‘normal’ while the suited is not even ‘human’ per se.  

As Belting puts it, ‘Public images have always controlled personal imagination; 

and the personal imagination, in turn, either cooperates with them or resists 

them’ (2011, 15). It is through these images that the disease gets charged with a 

particular affective capacity, anxiety about contact with the infected and the geography. 

The imagery of the hazmat suit itself becomes one of separation, where the bodies that 

are attributed to the area, the ones with darker skin tones, are susceptible to the disease 

unless conspicuously protected within a hazmat suit. The appearance of the hazmat-

suited body creates this separation in the seemingly unitary image. In the following 

section I situate this production within a history of outbreaks.  

 5.2 Networked Diseases, Epidemic Narratives  

The course of the Ebola outbreak bore some similarities with existing epidemic 

responses by (non-)governmental organisations and corresponding journalistic 

narratives that could be said to be part of a wider discursive culture of crises. Priscilla 

Wald (2008) previously located the ‘modern’ emergence of this pattern in AIDS and, at 

the dawn of the new millennium, SARS. Narratives around these diseases contribute to 

the formation of a cultural imaginary that Wald calls ‘the coming plague,’ in reference 

to Laurie Garrett’s (1994) book of the same name, characterised as ‘the species-
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threatening event forecast by scientists and journalists and dramatized in fiction and 

film in the closing decades of the twentieth century’ (2008, 1). Hence, the technological 

condition of global connectivity can be read through this narrative of ‘the coming 

plague,’ affirmed and propagated not just by the press releases of organisations (such as 

MSF or WHO) that engage with these epidemics on the ground but also journalistic and 

cinematic narratives. Present anxieties of a future pandemic that might devastate the 

species-being is articulated by many different media forms.  

One of the shared tendencies in these reactions is to locate or speculate an origin 

of the disease in cultures that may be deemed other, cultures that are not synchronous 

with the rhythm of global modernity. Apropos of SARS and AIDS respectively, Wald 

argues that ‘[t]he “primitive farms” of Guangzhou , like the “primordial” spaces of 

African rainforests temporalize the threat of emerging infections, proclaiming the 

danger of putting the past in (geographical) proximity to the present’ (2008, 7). Non-

modern cultures are coded as constituting a risk to the networked contemporaneity of 

the modern by existing together in the ‘same time.’ The non-selves in these narratives 

are created not only by spatiotemporal differentiation but by being asynchronous with 

the temporality of ‘historical progress.’ It is the contact with such disparate cultures, 

these narratives convey, that brings about the risk of contagion. This, indeed, has a place 

in histories of the world, particularly in that of colonisation as a precursor of 

globalisation (Jackson 2007, 167–182). To give an example, the contact of the 

colonisers with the indigenous peoples of the Americas proved to be devastating for the 

latter. Yet, unlike the contemporary narratives that pathologise the indigenous, the 

diseases in such historical cases were imported and brought in by the ‘civilised.’ Let us 

reiterate that trade routes and urbanisation are the modern pillars of epidemics. In 

historical cases, the indigenous peoples are the ones without immunities. Such 

narratives turn these colonial histories upside down and locate the danger in the 

‘primitive.’  
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fig.5.3 Newsweek, Issue: August 29, 2014. 

 The historian Andrew W. Crosby, delineating the fatality of the colonial contact, 

characterised such epidemics as ‘virgin soil epidemics.’ This refers to epidemics ‘in 

which the populations at risk have had no previous contact with the diseases that strike 

them and are therefore immunologically almost defenseless’ (1976, 289). Crosby 

elsewhere locates this in a wider frame with his conceptualisation of ‘ecological 

imperialism,’ which conveys that the immunological advantage of the urbanised 

colonisers helped them subjugate the indigenous lands and populations (1986). To be 

sure, the Black Death of Europe, to which I turn in the following section, was the result 

of the plague’s transmission from Asia to Europe. In other words, a disease that 

originated from Asia, ‘the East,’ has been one of the most devastating epidemics in the 

history of Europe. This was facilitated through trade routes, enabled by seafaring, which 

was an advance technology, or better, cultural technique of the time (Siegert 2015, 68–

81). According to historical account, Genoese traders brought the disease with them 

from Caffa, their colony on the coast of the Black Sea, into Europe (Byrne 2008, 57). 
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Hence, the cultural memory of the plague supplies a historical precedent to the narrative 

of a ‘plague’ coming from outside into the West. However, the fatal contact here results 

from a historically advanced technology of trade (comparable to contemporary 

logistical technologies), not the primitivity of the non-self.  

Marginalised cultures are far from being isolated bubbles in the 21st century, 

with no connection to the rest of the world, but are very much in asymmetrical 

relationships with the economic centres. ‘Displacing the problem of poverty onto the 

danger of the “primitive practices,”’ Wald elaborates, made it possible for these 

accounts speculating about a plague coming from the outside ‘to offer modernization as 

a promised solution to, rather than a part of the problem of, emerging infections. In the 

process, they turned the duck farms of Guangzhou into relics of an antiquated past 

rather than spaces of global modernity’ (2008, 8). Modernised cultures are rendered this 

way and sustained through impoverishment of other areas. These discourses reinforce 

the economic and power asymmetries in place whilst remaining myopic to them. The 

present sociocultural conditions in Africa within which EVD infections took place 

should be positioned against the backdrop of the colonial histories of these nation states 

and peoples. 

There is an apparent parallel between the discourse of ‘primitive practices’ and 

the narratives that link the Ebola outbreak with the consumption of bushmeat, a term 

that designates the meat of wild game only in Africa. Although such terminology is not 

applied to game meats that are also consumed in the Western culinary cultures, such as 

venison, the types of meats that global audiences might find unusual, like bat and 

primate meat, are designated with this term. The cover of Newsweek magazine that is 

dated August 29, 2014 features the ‘portrait’ of a non-human primate, with the title, ‘A 

Back Door for Ebola: Smuggled Bushmeat Could Spark a US Epidemic’ (fig.5.3). This 

cover and the title effectively pairs the emerging outbreak with bushmeat and can be 

seen not only as symptomatic of such reactions but also the means through which such 

images become part of cultural imaginaries in the West. The anxiety, here, is not so 

much about the regular functioning of modern travel networks but around the possibility 

of a ‘back door’ through which an exotic habit may sneak in. The image relies on the 

fact that most of its audience would find it shocking to eat chimpanzee meat, at least 

partially, because it is considered a ‘clever’ animal, one that is a ‘relative’ of humans, 
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and the perception of the image of the apes as the ancestor of humans, which actually 

brings back the Africa as the past narrative.  

Such discourse is not limited to conventional media organisations, such as 

epitomised by Newsweek. Vice, which represents a more contemporary organisation that 

speaks to the younger audience segment of millennials and works through existing 

social media platforms such as YouTube, narrativised the outbreak along these lines as 

well. A short documentary by Vice News was posted on YouTube on June 26, 2014, 

preceding the peak of the outbreak. Entitled ‘Monkey Meat and the Ebola Outbreak in 

Liberia,’ it has received over four million views. As evident from the title, this 

documentary speculates a geographical and cultural origin to the outbreak, similar to 

Newsweek. 

Vice News, which is a part of the Vice Media group, promotes itself as ‘an 

international news organisation created by and for a connected generation’ and claims to 

‘provide an unvarnished look at some of the most important events of our time’ (Vice 

News n.d.). In 2014, Vice Media had the most overseas bureaus of any digital-only 

news organisations (Pew 2014, 5). This presents an opportunity to discuss how such 

narratives are reiterated in ‘new’ media, by a central organisation that also claims to 

demonstrate an ‘unvarnished’ perspective. The responses and the kind of narrative built 

around the outbreak do not in any way constitute a break from colonial imaginaries, but 

indeed have similarities to epidemic narratives that Wald conceptualises. As we shall 

see, it employs a particularly West-centred point of view on the events. 

Images of raw bushmeat pervade the documentary. According to the US federal 

agency, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), this is found only ‘in 

developing regions of the world’ (2018b). The video also shows locals handling and 

consuming such meat. Throughout the documentary commentary is provided by two 

white men, the interviewer and a virologist, conveying the phenomenon to the audience 

using phrases such as ‘we in the West.’ The meat, with flies buzzing around it, is eaten 

raw by locals, who are encouraged to so by the film crew. The interviewees are 

suspicious of the existence of Ebola, which strengthens the portrayal of them as 

irrational, whereas the two white Western men in conversation demonstrate their 

scientific expertise on how monkey meat might be the cause of the current outbreak. As 

CDC reports, bushmeat is not a likely explanation for the transmission or the origin of 
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the disease. The only possibility for this relates to the handling of raw meat, and if 

cooked it poses no greater health risk than any other type of meat. Such information 

only finds itself a place as a side-note in the documentary, and will only speak to that 

portion of the audience who are not overwhelmed by the imagery and narration. 

Overall, the video reproduces the stigmatisation of the featured people and, as 

representatives of the country in the scope of the documentary, Liberians in general. It 

ends with a note by the narrator that further perpetuates the narrative of the coming 

plague: ‘the next global pandemic exists somewhere, the virus just has to jump that gap 

the way HIV did decades ago and the Ebola did today.’  43

 In their treatise, Camera Politica, Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner 

argue that ‘system[s] of cultural representation which operate to create 

psychological dispositions that result in a particular construction of social 

reality…sustain social institutions’ (1988, 14). The emphasis on the mutual 

constitution of the cultural and the mental that shapes social institutions and 

constructs boundaries is a relevant one in the scope of these narratives. Similarly, 

Ryan and Kellner explore the covers of highly visible magazines such as Time and 

Newsweek as symptoms of this broader regime of cultural representations along 

with cinema. In the contemporary ecologies of images and media, such covers not 

only reside on the materiality of the paper but also on the websites of the 

magazines, and videos disseminate through Twitter and Facebook ‘feeds’ of 

‘users.’ It can thus accurately be claimed that these images permeate our 

technological and psychic domains with increasing mobility. Circulation of such 

images and the narratives constructed through them become part of social realities 

as well as cultural imaginaries. The codification of the body and the continent is 

the problem here that feeds into the governmental responses as well (Bates 2007, 

70). It is no surprise, then, that these responses emerge at the point where the risks 

transcend their locality and create an anxiety about contagion. Hence, the 

rendering non-self of the West African bodies in this sense is not a process that is 

independent of these colonial histories. It does not start with their presentation 

 Brian Massumi made a similar assessment about the speculative nature of contemporary news ‘“The 43

next pandemic,” screams a 2005 headline in Quebec’s reputedly most sober newspaper, “does not exist 
yet.” Beneath, in a supersize, full-color portrait, deceptively innocent-looking, peers a chicken. “The 
threat, however, could not be more real.”’ He adds his observation: ‘We live in times when what has not 
happened qualifies as front-page news’ (2015, 189).
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with physically differentiated positions through the suit and the mask, but these 

images themselves support existing dynamics of exclusion. It starts at the level of 

the image of the body that is imbued with a historical assignment as non-self. The 

construction of the national and regional borders through narratives that establish 

what is ‘us’ and the ‘other’ have been central to this section. In the following 

section, I turn to consider the management of tangible borders.  

 5.3 Crossing Bodies 

The imaginaries mapped in the previous section that mobilise through narratives 

connect to the regulation of the movement of bodies across borders, based on 

nationality and citizenship. In the case of epidemics, national borders, analogous to the 

Hobbesian body politic, are imagined as the borders of the body. The discourses about 

the masking of the latter translate into the policing of the former. The face is crucial in 

regulating the flow of bodies through national borders, where it is used in passport 

photography and biometric recordings. The face is representative of the body and even 

in the full covering of the body, the intervention to the face makes a difference. Also, 

the visibility of the face arguably varies to a lesser extent in comparison to other parts of 

the body over cultures, especially with an increasingly enforced biometric regime of 

facial recognition across the globe (Hopper 2007, 91). 

It is possible to locate a similar assessment in Esposito’s project, pertaining to 

the relationship between imaginary risks and border policing. He asserts that ‘in 

addition to constituting a threat to the public order, immigration is commonly presented 

by the media as a potential risk to the host country, according to a model that 

pathologises the foreigner’ (2011, 4). On the other hand, science and technology studies 

scholar Donna Haraway posits that the ‘[e]xpansionist Western medical discourse in 

colonizing contexts has been obsessed with the notion of contagion and hostile 

penetration of the healthy body’ (1991, 223). The image of the healthy body (of the 

nation) juxtaposed with that of the infected migrant is at the core of the immunologic 

operative in international responses. Whether it is a habit or the infected body, 

something is coming from outside to ruin the body (politic).  

The MSF report stated that ‘part of the problem [with EVD] is a “defensive” 

posture whereby international action is taken only when a potential threat crosses a 

border’ (Jochum 2015). The crossing of the border by the infected body becomes an 
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immunogenic phenomenon, as it actualises the movement of the virus beyond its initial 

locality and catalyses (inter)national action. The image gets into the wider collective 

imaginaries outside the locality once the virus crosses the border, or when it poses a 

threat of moving beyond the continent. In other words, a material crossing of the border 

needs to happen first for these images to claim a life of their own. 

Governments and other institutions capitalise on these images of threat. As 

written in the introduction to a Theory, Culture & Society issue on emergencies, ‘in 

some circumstances [such crises] become politically expedient because it leads beyond 

its immediate condition, justifying policies and responses that are 

disproportionate’ (Adey et al. 2015, 6). Reuters reported that students from West African 

countries were denied admission by some universities at the United States after the 

breakout, whilst the Australian Department of Immigration and Border Protection 

suspended the issuing of visas to individuals from these countries in November 2014.  44

As is also evident from these reports, immunisation of the body connects with the 

biopolitics of immigration. In other words, the exclusion works not only at the level of 

the body of the individual through fabric and skin, as explored in the previous sections, 

but also the ‘body’ of the nation through legislation, fences and biometrics. 

‘The biopolitics of immigration,’ Joanna Zylinska argues ‘looks after the bodies 

of the host community and protects it against parasites that might want to invade it, but 

it needs to equip itself with tools that will allow it to trace, detect and eliminate these 

parasites’ (2004, 526). If the question is about tracing and detection, then, the mentioned 

tools should first be about the identification of the ‘parasites.’ This is performed, on the 

border, through techniques of identity and identification, like passport photos, and 

biometric tools, such as fingerprints and algorithmic facial recognition (Macho 2013, 

30–47). The examination of these techniques in a wider context is provided in Chapters 

2 and 3. Here, I only look at a particular technique that pertains to the visibility and 

communicability of the disease.  

The monitoring of the bodies moving in and out of airports and key ports during 

the outbreak is an issue that has been taken up by scientists and (non)governmental 

 ‘With US Ebola Fear Running High, African Immigrants Face Ostracism,’ Reuters, http://44

uk.reuters.com/article/us-health-ebola-usa-xenophobia-idUSKCN0ID1J420141024; ‘Australia Suspends 
Visas for People Travelling from Ebola-hit Countries,’ BBC, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-
australia-29783106. 
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organisations. An agency of the European Union, the European Centre for Disease 

Prevention and Control (ECDC), released a technical report in 2014, in the wake of the 

epidemic, addressing the Ebola outbreak: ‘Infection Prevention and Control Measures 

for Ebola Virus Disease: Entry and Exit Screening Measures.’ Exit and entry screening 

are two different methods employable in this case. The former, which is the method 

advised by ECDC as well as its US counterpart CDC, is more of a pre-emptive means 

than the latter, as it is about restricting the movement of the bodies before they leave the 

affected localities, thereby nullifying the possibility of ‘importing the disease’ in the 

first place. The border itself, then, is in this case imported – extended to these localities. 

This constitutes a reterritorialisation and externalisation of border-policing, to keep the 

borders of the nation state safe.  

Here, I cite techniques that aim to identify infected bodies by looking at signs of 

fever, which is one of the key symptoms of Ebola. There are two different technologies 

used for thermographic screening: non-contact infrared thermometers (NCIT) and 

thermal scanner cameras (TSC) (CDC 2014b). The former requires no contact but still 

calls for a relative proximity, whereas the latter can be used from greater distance and 

from a wider range. In both cases what is pivotal is that these devices are capable of 

doing this measurement from a distance, without the need for physical contact between 

bodies, skin-to-skin, that might put the health officials in ports in danger. In other 

words, by making possible the measurement of fever whilst maintaining a distance 

between the bodies, these technologies allow for containment of the disease at the level 

of both the individual body and the collective. Also, since it is deployed at borders, it 

renders possible the containment at the international level, too.  

Lisa Cartwright, in her book Screening the Body: Tracing Medicine’s Visual 

Culture, maps the close relationship between the medical techniques of screening and 

cinema, both historically and in the present. According to Cartwright, ‘cinematic 

tracking of the human body was a form of medical surveillance and social control. In 

this sense, [some films] can be seen as a counterpart to the institutional practice of using 

photography to classify, to diagnose, and to maintain control over [the] aberrant’ (1997, 

4). The production of images and the use of techniques of identification (surveillance) 

intersect in the history of the (pre-)cinematic apparatuses, as well as in the case of 

Ebola. These constitute the two edges of power that operate on the body through visual 



  !     142

means: modulation of affective capacities through the images produced by these 

technologies, and also the knowledge derived from the very same ones when directed to 

the body.  

The development of apparatuses of visualisation, externalisation and extension 

of the physiological capacities of vision have historically been in close relationship with 

the management of bodies, and the positing of them as a site through which knowledge 

can be derived (Valiaho 2010, 65). In other words, the use and the development of 

screening technologies has been influential on the biopolitics of the population as well 

as the anatomo-politics of the human body (Foucault 1998, 139). The latter focuses on 

the individual body, the former on a particular demographic. These shifting technologies 

create new indexes, rendering sites significant anew with different qualities. 

Information that may not be derivable by human vision, such as in this case body 

temperature, is collected through technological mediation. This, in turn, creates a need 

of masking of different sorts. A masking that disables personal identification is not of 

much use in this case, as the legal identity collected from the face as such does not 

identify the body of the infected. However, nullification of another technique that takes 

again as its main site the front part of the head, thermography, may have a function. A 

mode of concealment for this comes in a pharmacological form.  

One of the apparent concerns in the CDC (2014) and ECDC (2014) reports 

relating to thermography is the risk of ‘miss[ing] travellers [who are] concealing their 

fever.’ Aspirin and paracetamol are cited as possible agents for the concealment of the 

disease. This brings us to an embodied concealment of the disease in a bio-molecular 

level.  Travellers are susceptible of achieving the image of the ‘healthy body’ in this 45

hypothetical scenario, to be able to pass through the border – since the wording in their 

report as quoted above assumes some intentionality on the part of the traveller. The 

fears expressed by EU organs and CDC about the concealment of the disease may be 

read as symptomatic of an obsession with the penetration of the ‘healthy body’ that is 

noted by Haraway (1991) and Esposito (2011). Yet, there is also an aspect of this that 

invokes the interplay between the visibility of the disease and its communicability 

between bodies.  

 Chapter 6 expands on the idea of pharmaco-politics. 45
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The disease is not visibly recognisable during the incubation period – the period 

between the exposure of the body to the virus and the development of symptoms – an 

interval in which the antigen levels in the blood have not yet passed the threshold for 

the development of physical manifestation. Further, a person who is infected with the 

Ebola virus becomes contagious only after they develop symptoms (CDC n.d.). 

Infection, then, should be thought of as processual, a becoming-contagious (Deleuze 

and Guattari 2005, 238–239). As such, a potential pharmacological concealment of the 

signs alters the temporal dynamic between visibility and contagion, therefore 

functionally corresponding to a technique of masking contra-identification. The logic of 

quarantine, etymologically referring to the 40 days of containment, is a temporal as 

much as a spatial one (Boeckl 2000, 178). This operates on the level of the individual 

body as well, in relation to the incubation period. The question of the identification of 

which bodies can pass through the borders, of how spatiality can be managed, fall short 

without this temporal consideration, at the border. 

 5.4 Towards a Media Genealogy of the Hazmat Suit 

Analogous to other epidemics of viruses that are communicable through the orifices of 

the face, the mask emerged and proliferated in the affected localities. EVD can be 

transmitted from human to human via bodily fluids, and openings of the body hence 

constitute points of exposure (CDC 2018a). The range of masks in this case of course 

includes the regular surgical mask. Yet, the risk of contamination in the case of Ebola is 

one that cannot be effectively nullified through the use of the mask as such. Since 

transmission may occur through blood and a range of body fluids, a person is vulnerable 

to contagion via mucous membranes and broken skin alike (CDC 2018a). Accordingly, 

the protection suit involves not just a mask that covers the mouth and the nose, but a full 

covering of the body. The hazmat suit is a version of personal protective equipment 

(PPE) that is worn in places and situations that pose danger to human life. PPE is an 

umbrella term for a variety of protective garments and kits against a list of conditions, 

ranging from radioactive contamination to excessive heat.  

The use of the hazmat suit is guided by protocols that involve practices of 

sterilisation (decontamination) of the suit before and after the contact. CDC has a 

website dedicated to the donning and doffing (putting on and removing) protocols for 

the featured four different kits of PPE, which range from a combination of gown and 
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respirator to a full hazmat suit with an integrated breathing apparatus (CDC 2014a). The 

materiality of the PPE alone does not suffice to achieve protection – protocols regarding 

the use are also required. In other words, this can be categorised as a technique that 

incorporates materials and practices alike. Masking is not needed just for bodies that are 

under the risk of biological contagion; the infected also utilise the mask to avoid the 

spreading of the virus. The spatial control of contagion works bidirectionally: it is about 

controlling the hosts that the virus may be communicated from, sometimes through 

encapsulating them, at other times people around them. Hence, the mutual exclusion can 

be done by limiting either side. This is a masking in order to immunise the body from 

the virus, through externalising and reaffirming the borders of the body and making 

them impermeable. 

The design of medical protective kits goes back to 17th-century Europe, where it 

was used as a means to control the plague outbreak of the time. Plague is the single 

most fatal infectious disease, or better, group of diseases that affected the human life in 

history. The earliest record of it can be found in the Bible, referring to an epidemic that 

took place around 1000BC, possibly a strain of the Bubonic plague (Khan 2004, 270). 

In urbanised Europe, the spread of the plague in the Middle Ages was partly due to the 

advancement in trade routes, the Silk Road and also new naval routes. The deadliest is 

the plague of the 1340s, the Black Death, which wiped out 45 to 60 percent of the 

population of Europe according to contemporary accounts (Byrne 2008, 56). 

The plague doctor costume emerges as a protective means to the plague outbreak 

of the 17th century. The designer of it was a doctor himself, Charles de Lorme, a 

personal physician who served for several members of the prominent Medici family and 

also three French kings during his lifetime (Vidal et al 2007, 680). It is of course not a 

coincidence that such protective measures were developed from the sociopolitical 

centre. Access to medical expertise and hygiene in general has specific political 

economies across cultures. The question pertains to certain kinds of political exclusions 

and inclusions, that may come in the form of citizenship, nationality, class and / or 

socio-economic status in general, varying over time and space.  
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fig.5.4 Paulus Fürst, Plague Doctor in Rome, c. 1721, engraving. In Eugen Holländer, 1921, Die 
Karikatur und Satire in der Medizin: Medico-Kunsthistorische Studie von Professor Dr. Eugen Holländer, 

2nd ed (Stuttgart: Ferdinand Enke), fig. 79 (p. 171). 

The costume (fig.5.4) was imagined in de Lorme’s account as follows:  

The nose half a foot long, shaped like a beak, filled with perfume with only two 
holes, one on each side near the nostrils, but that can suffice to breathe and to 
carry along with the air one breathes the impression of the drugs enclosed further 
along in the beak. Under the coat we wear boots made in Moroccan leather (goat 
leather) from the front of the breeches in smooth skin that are attached to said 
boots and a short sleeved blouse in smooth skin, the bottom of which is tucked 
into the breeches. The hat and gloves are also made of the same skin…with 
spectacles over the eyes. (Vidal et al 2007, 680) 

The encapsulating garment protected the physician from the insect bites that are the 

vectors of the disease (Boeckl 2000, 15–16). Hence, like the hazmat suit of the present, 

the costume and its use refers to a technique that operates through exclusions and 

inclusions. It is about an exclusion through spatial differentiation. The stick (staff) of 

the physician allowed for physical intervention from a distance. The use of the staff 

makes it possible for the doctor to perform in a way that is similar to the technologies 

cited in the previous section that allow for thermographic identification from a distance. 
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This is also present in the cohabitation the hazmat suit makes possible. The benefit of 

the two technologies cited earlier for thermographic screening purposes, NCIT and 

TSC, which allow interaction between the patient and the health official without a 

requirement for physical contact, is present in this costume, too.  

  Looking at the outbreak as an assemblage helps one to move beyond its 

negative effects. The distribution of functions to different instruments and 

techniques becomes clearer in this situated reading. The miasma theory, the theory 

that the cause of diseases was the foul smell of the air around decomposing mater, 

was the general model at the time for the reason of infectious diseases. The germ 

theory, which is the understanding that these are caused by microorganisms, only 

became dominant around the 19th century (Byrne 2008, 235). Therefore, the 

perfume in the beak was conceived as a way to block the transmission by 

suppressing bad odours that were believed to be the cause of epidemic diseases 

(Crawshaw 2012, 135). This theory was influential in the discourses of hygiene 

during processes of industrialisation and colonisation, where ‘the poor and the 

uncivilised’ were seen as in need of ‘moral and hygienic regulation and education’ 

(Nelson 2008, 19). The moral stigmatisation of the infected body one encounters 

in the EVD outbreak is also inherent to the politics of this costume. The politics of 

smell that pertains to class and citizenship materialises in the long-beak of the 

costume.  

De Lorme modelled the garment on the armour of soldiers (Carmichael 2006, 

57). Hence, at this early point, the medical protective garments were designed by 

employing an immunologic: in terms of the defence of the self against the non-self, 

particularly through a vocabulary that Esposito deems a ‘military device, defending and 

attacking everything not recognised as belonging to it’ (2011, 17). It is not a coincidence 

then that TIME magazine chose to denominate the medical staff and survivors in their 

issue as ‘the Ebola fighters’ (emphasis added). 

I will be exploring the military use of masks in the two world wars in the 

following chapter, but I must note here that the early 20th century also constitutes a 

pivotal point for the use of the mask in medicine. As Ann G. Carmichael notes, ‘the 

modern [version of the] plague protection costume was not fully accepted until gas 

warfare front, 1915–18, demonstrated the utility of the mask for general 
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protection’ (2006, 58). This historical point links the problem of breathability in military 

and medical contexts. As Peter Sloterdijk argues, the ‘negative air conditioning’ that 

took place in the world wars brought about novel problems in relation to breathability. 

What Sloterdijk refers to is the manipulation of air in the gas warfare of WWI and the 

gas chambers of WWII, which pushed the issue of breathability into politics. The issue 

about habitability in military and colonial histories feeds into medical cultures. The 

employment of the mask on a wide-scale makes it a cultural technique that is applicable 

to a variety of situations, from medical to martial, and various milieux that are not 

hospitable to human life. 

Carmichael asserts that rather than its protective value as an object, which surely 

was limited, the iconicity of the mask is more significant in this earlier conception. A 

prominent case that took place in 1911, where a physician who refused to wear a mask 

died after visiting a patient with pneumonic plague, changed this. According to 

Carmichael this is the point at which the use of the mask entered the medical standards, 

prior to World War I. One of the relevant parts of this story is that the doctor in question 

was an ‘older French colonial physician’ who refused the use of the mask as a protest 

against the appointment of a young Chinese scientist as the administrator of the area. 

According to the account of the latter, after the death of the former:  

panic reigned everywhere, and perhaps for the first time in this period…members 
of the public in all stations of life understood the true significance of this dreadful 
pest in their midst… [and] the simple protective gauze-and-cotton masks began to 
make their appearance among the workers… Perhaps during the panic the 
inhabitants showed undue precaution, in that almost everyone in the street was 
seen to wear one form of mask or another, though not all of them were worn in 
the proper way. Some of these masks were to be seen suspended loosely from the 
ears, while some were even worn around the necks like amulets. (Carmichael 
2006, 58) 

This depicts a panic-stricken demography where the mask starts to proliferate 

beyond its medical use after the encounter with death. This has a place in the use of 

masks in both the plague and the Ebola epidemic, which even exceeded this to become 

pure ornaments. After its medical use declined, the plague doctor mask with its 

distinctive birdlike beak became one of the customary masks of the Venice Carnival, 

still appearing in the streets of the city and indeed around the globe on celebratory 

occasions. One can find online versions of the mask being sold by a prominent Venetian 
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mask maker Carta Alta (n.d.), while a London based company that exclusively produces 

plague doctor masks offers 35 different versions (Plague Doctor Masks n.d.). This 

transition from the medical to purely ornamental, with a dose of identity concealment, is 

not dissimilar to the life of EVD masks. The image of the hazmat suit has followed a 

very similar, but temporally much more compressed trajectory of commodification. 

Sexualised versions of the hazmat suit are commercially sold as Halloween costumes, 

including the ‘Sexy Ebola Costume’ (Brands On Sale n.d.).  

 This raises a point that pertains more to the contemporary culture of image 

dissemination and production than this particular phenomenon itself. The 

commodification of cultural objects that gain wide visibility is not a novel 

phenomenon in and of itself. Nevertheless, it is striking that images of such crises 

are driven this way. They lose their immediate association with anxieties that 

surround the contagion of fatal diseases and circulate as images fuelled by anxiety 

in their initiation. Here then, one can locate the contagion of images instead of 

contagion of biological entities per se. The image gets multiplied, moves away 

from its specific uses and meanings and becomes a vector of embodiment that 

merges with various contexts. Images and commodities move freely across 

borders in this scenario, whereas human bodies do not. As this chapter has 

explored, however, the freedom with which the images circulate is not in a 

contradiction with the containment of people in specific geographies. The 

conditions that make global travel of certain people and commodities possible are 

also strongly tied to techniques that ensure these imbalances are in place. The 

image and the medium of the mask, along with techniques of masking, in the case 

of Ebola, when read against this historical background, show the ways in which 

political-juridical and biological, as well as discursive and material, dissolve into 

each other through the paradigm of immunisation. The borders of the individual 

and the collective body are performed and reproduced with these techniques that 

establishes insides and outsides.  

Screen theorist Pasi Valiaho noted that: ‘Arrangements of power do not become 

operative without the desires, fears, beliefs, thoughts and actions that images 

animate’ (2014, 25). These images animate us, modulate our affective capacities, and 

effectively shrink the gap between the discursive and the embodied. Yet, I argue that 
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what is at stake here is not just the images but also their embodiments and techniques. 

The realm of the image does not necessarily need to be negated by a thinking that takes 

into consideration the techniques of surveillance, as Foucault (1995) performs. 

Following Jonathan Crary, one can say that ‘the effects of these two regimes of power 

can coincide’ (1990, 17) – and indeed, in the case of Ebola, do, where the spectacularity 

of the disease renders possible the enactment of a range of surveillance techniques (and 

also legal, administrative and medical regulations). The technologies of screening 

produce images that, in turn, feed into the global circulation of images and translate into 

a general aesthetics of contagious images.  
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6. Materiality and Toxicity of the Mask: Asbestos and Plastic 

 

fig.6.1 ‘Animator Walt Disney, second from left, hands over his sketch of a Mickey Mouse gas mask to 
Maj. Gen. William Porter, right, in Washington, D.C., January 8, 1942.’ AP Photo. http://time.com/

4326360/walt-disney-world-war-ii-excerpt/. 

Roughly two decades before Dwight D. Eisenhower, the former World War II general 

and the 34th President of the United States, used the term military-industrial complex in 

his farewell address, two figures who seemed to embody a particular instantiation of 

this oft-quoted relationship between capital and armaments appeared together for a 

press conference (Time 2016). The Associated Press photograph above captures an 

occasion on which Walt Disney of the Walt Disney Company is personally presenting a 

sketch of a gas mask to US Major General William Porter at the height of the WWII, on 

January 8, 1942. The person who embodied the organised serial image production and 

propagation of Hollywood is photographed holding an illustration of a gas mask 

designed for children along with an army general on the other side. An item to be used 

by children and adorned with an image that is immediately recognisable to them, that of 

Mickey Mouse, is squeezed between these two men who capitalise on conflict by 

profession, in this eerie shot from a time of global war (Smith 2007, 114-133).  

 The images, both the photo and the design within the photo, are indeed eerie. 

The real horror, however, lies not in the images but in the materials used in turning this 

design into a product. These masks produced during WWII to protect children from 
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chemical warfare contained asbestos in their filters. Asbestos is a toxic substance that is 

now banned in over 50 countries. The toxicity of asbestos was already known at the 

time of the design and production of the masks in question, although the regulation of 

the material did not begin until the 1970s, and it is still not banned in the USA (King 

2018; Gerry 2018). Here we have a case in which a material used for protection from 

toxicity proves itself to be toxic. In other words, asbestos-filter gas masks function as 

both remedy and poison – a pharmakon, in the Greek sense. As such, they embody the 

double logic of the materiality of the media condition that this chapter explores, through 

a discussion of the materiality of masks from what I call a media-pharmacological 

perspective.  

This chapter is about the gas mask and its relation to toxicity and immunity, 

which is a relation that transcends the individual who wears it, as well as the temporal 

dimensions of an immediate attack from which it is meant to protect. On the one hand 

the mask’s function is to shield the individual from a sudden toxicity in the breathing 

environment, whether this be gas warfare during the two world wars or tear gas in times 

of contemporary urban conflict, as explored in Chapter 4. On the other hand, the 

materials the mask is made up of are themselves toxic: they are materials, like asbestos, 

with proven detrimental, even lethal, effects on the individual’s health. In this sense, the 

mask is a pharmakon par excellence: it is both remedy and poison; it protects from one 

type of poison by exposing you to another. In fact, one could say that all the mask does 

is to substitute one poison for another, to substitute immediate death with a slower 

violence. Introduced by Rob Nixon, ‘slow violence’ refers to:  

a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed 
destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is 
typically not viewed as violence at all. Violence is customarily conceived as an 
event or action that is immediate in time, explosive and spectacular in space, and 
as erupting into instant sensational visibility. We need, I believe, to engage a 
different kind of violence, a violence that is neither spectacular nor instantaneous, 
but rather incremental and accretive, its calamitous repercussions playing out 
across a range of temporal scales. In so doing, we also need to engage the 
representational, narrative, and strategic challenges posed by the relative 
invisibility of slow violence. (2011, 2)  

The concept of ‘slow violence’ becomes even more central when we move away 

from the masks that are donned temporarily in moments of immediate threat, to masks 
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that are used as protection against air pollution, which is a smaller but more permanent 

dose of poison in the air we breathe. In fact the logic of the Mickey Mouse mask finds a 

contemporary counterpart in Kilo Design’s WOOBI Play air-pollution mask – a 

colourful plastic respirator for children to be used in polluted urban environments. Here 

the design is not to limit the negative effects of war, but the very environment in which 

the child lives, not against immediate threats of death, but a slower and residual, less 

spectacular form of violence. 

Moving from gas attacks in times of crises to a somewhat permanent feature of 

urban life where air pollution has turned into a feature of the weather creates a more 

intricate relation between toxicity and masks: masks are used in mining materials that 

contribute to air pollution; masks are made up of materials like plastic that have an 

important share in this pollution; masks are used to visibly signify a pollution that is 

otherwise invisible; and finally masks are donned to protect the individual against the 

effects of industrial production. The apocalyptic imaginary, in which masks frequently 

find a place for themselves, comes dangerously close to reality when the thread of its 

materiality is followed.  

In this chapter I will try to follow this thread. In order to do this, I will first focus 

on the toxicity of the two main materials that the gas masks have historically been made 

out of: asbestos and plastic. Then, I will turn to the problem of breathability and the 

toxicity of the air that creates the need for the mask in the first place, from wartimes to 

the never-ending problem of urban air pollution that finds its roots in the industrial 

revolution. This double investigation will bring me back to the figure of the child, as the 

representative of the future in human form: a representative of an apocalyptic future 

articulated with climate change, a ‘no future.’  46

 6.1 Asbestos and Plastic: Mask as Pharmakon  

A short article published in The New York Times on August 16, 1916 offers to explain 

‘How Germans Fight Gas,’ expounding in its subtitle: ‘Masks, Elaborately Tested 

Behind Front, Render Men Immune.’ The potential of the gas mask was realised around 

the same time as the weaponisation of toxic gases – the former affords a temporary 

resistance to acts of denial of breathable air, which constitute the mode of operation of 

 This section will be in dialogue with Lee Edelman’s (2004) book No Future.46
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the latter. In other words, a technique of violence becomes operative with corresponding 

techniques that render the exercisers immune to its effects. Read alongside the anti-

masking legislations explored in Chapter 4, it becomes apparent that such 

complementary use is still central to the operation of ‘negative air 

conditioning’ (Sloterdijk 2002, 47) by the police, who also enjoy the immunity granted 

by their state-issued gas masks whilst targeting with tear gas the crowds who are not 

subject to this legal exception.  

In the context of media studies, McLuhan’s 1964 conceptualisation of media as 

‘extensions of man’ presents a complementary reading to a pharmacological 

understanding of media, which acknowledges that media take capacities whilst 

amplifying others. Media both extend and amputate senses and bodily capacities. An 

apparatus like a telescope or microscope allows one to see scales hidden from 

‘unmediated’ vision, but hinders the ocular engagement with the immediate 

surroundings of the observer. Similarly, the gas mask affords the habitability of a toxic 

environment whilst limiting senses of smell and sight, at the very least. More recently 

Mark B. N. Hansen conceptualised media pharmacology as distinct from such prosthetic 

understanding, which he claims ‘loses its…basis [with contemporary media] since the 

loss of our agency over our own behavioural data is recompensed by something that has 

no direct correlation with it, namely, the affordances of social media’ (2014, 44). In 

other words, the data produced by our actions through engagement with ‘social media’ 

is not replaced by its direct derivatives, but different capacities that these platforms 

afford. These are distinct, for Hansen, from the extension / amputation way of 

conceptualising the effects of media, where what is added and taken away are 

taxonomically similar. In Hansen’s example, the platform affordances are a means lure 

users and to derive data from their engagement with it.  

My approach to media pharmacology differs from that of Hansen’s. Whilst he is 

interested in such loss of agency and keeps his ambit primarily within the 

phenomenological, my approach focuses on the materiality and material effects of 

media. Such investigation was proposed as a methodological point by Jussi Parikka in 

relation to histories of media: ‘Media history conflates with earth history; the geological 

materials of metals and chemicals gets deterritorialized from their strata and 

reterritorialized in machines that define our technical media culture’ (2015, 35). My 
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pharmacological reading is informed by this approach to the material composition of 

media in investigating their histories, presents and futures.  

Paul Virilio’s argument about the relationship between technology and accidents 

is illuminating of the paradox of creating a toxicity of one’s own making via the effort 

to achieve a form of immunity: ‘every time that a new technology has been invented,’ 

he posits, ‘a new energy harnessed, a new product made, one also invents a new 

negativity, a new accident’ (1995, 81). This line of reasoning can be applied to many 

technologies: the invention of the car is also the invention of the car accident, and the 

same goes for aeroplanes and networked technologies. In the case of the introduction of 

the gas mask in manipulated atmospheres, the reverse is true. That is, the negativity is 

invented first, and the technology of the mask becomes, as it were, its accident. In this 

section, I am interested in this accident and its toxic materialities.  

Of course it can be claimed, in relation to war technologies and the defences 

against them, that this reversal is always the case, since military technology by 

definition is a negative technology in its relation to life, a technology that aims to create 

problems for others. However when we move from gas masks against warfare to gas 

mask against air pollution, the originating technology will become even more 

complicated: unlike a gas bomb that can be called a negative technology, pollution is 

not a technology per se that triggers the accident but the end result, an aftereffect, of 

many technologies and the materials used for them, including the material used in 

masks themselves, which then necessitate the mask as protection. 

Readings of the earlier modes of production in modernity also provide a similar 

angle in regard to how technologies bring about problems that are solved by other 

technologies only to cause new problems. Freud’s famous formulation of civilisation’s 

discontents can be seen in this light, especially when he was talking about the 

shortening of travel distances by railway and its remedy, the telephone, or linking the 

emergence of swift transoceanic transportation to the telegraph (Freud 2010, 47–48).  

In fact, if one takes into account the fact that the concept of the pharmakon, as 

both remedy and poison, was first applied long before modern technologies, to the very 

technique of writing itself, one might begin to grasp that the functions and perils of all 

techniques have the same logic, of merely substituting one set of problems for another. 

In his oft-cited dialogue from Phaedrus (2009), Plato claimed that writing 
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will produce forgetfulness in the soul of those who learn it because they will 
cease to exercise their memory and will put their trust in what is written when 
they remember (anamimneskomenous), in what is outside, in external print, 
instead of what is on the inside, in themselves; therefore it is not memory 
(mnemès) but reminding (hypomnesis) for which you have found the remedy. As 
to knowledge, it is only the semblance of it that you procure for your disciples, 
and not the reality (aletheian). (275a)  

This very early account on an elemental cultural technique, that of writing, suggests that 

capacities exterior to the human take something away whilst giving – they are both a 

remedy and a poison. This understanding is also present in Jacques Derrida (1981) and 

more recently Bernard Stiegler (2012).  

In looking at the same passage Derrida criticised the translators of Plato for 

using the word ‘remedy’ in place of the word pharmakon, thus completely erasing the 

negative implications that are so central to what he was trying to convey by applying the 

concept to the technique of writing:  

One must indeed be aware of the fact that Plato is suspicious of the pharmakon in 
general, even in the case of drugs used exclusively for therapeutic ends, even 
when they are wielded with good intentions, and even when they are as such 
effective. There is no such thing as a harmless remedy. The pharmakon can never 
be simply beneficial. (1981, 99)  

Indeed ‘drug,’ if one is to rely on the colloquial language, might be a better translation 

since it at least conveys the dual sense of both intoxicating substance and beneficial 

medicine, albeit one that always comes with some negative side effects. But Derrida 

thinks we must go even further than that in trying to grasp the full implications of the 

concept of pharmakon as applied to all techniques and technologies: ‘what is supposed 

to produce the positive and eliminate the negative does nothing but displace and at the 

same time multiply the effects of the negative, leading the lack that was its cause to 

proliferate’ (Derrida 1981, 100).  

This logic of displacement is obviously at work in the gas mask with the 

asbestos filter. The mask is supposed to eliminate the negative effects of chemical 

warfare but instead displaces one type of toxic material with another, thereby 

multiplying the negativity in play beyond the immediate attack, in this case toxicity. But 

if the lack that is the cause of the mask is ‘breathable air ,’ then the mask as a 

technique / technology indeed proliferates this lack, since the mining and the asbestos 
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industry create another totally separate toxicity, an air pollution that will stay in the air, 

long after the war is over. In Chapter 3, rather than understanding the function of the 

mask as one of exclusion, I argued that a type of masking is required to be a part of 

political community. This chapter shows how these inclusions themselves are of 

pharmacological effect.  

The multiplication of the negative effects and proliferation of the originating 

lack creates a more complex situation of toxicity, and Stiegler believes this complexity 

makes the problem less manageable then it was originally. Stiegler seems to suggests a 

somewhat more optimistic approach to the pharmakon in new techniques and 

technologies, as both an opportunity and a potential new danger, but he also underlines 

that this ever improving and ever renewing pharmakon has its effects not only on the 

body, but also on the psyche. It affects the latter precisely because of its underlying 

logic of compensation for a default that keeps on being renewed and rendered more and 

more complex and unmanageable:  

In this ‘malaise’ of culture and civilisation, technics (prostheticity) plays an 
essential role, because it is eminently pharmacological, in particular as the system 
of artificial organs that it forms in the industrial age. In the course of this 
‘perfecting’ (or this improvement), technics comes to ceaselessly compensate for 
a default of being (of which Valéry also speaks) by provoking each time a new 
default – always greater, always more complex and always less manageable than 
the one that preceded it. This constant disadjustment induces frustrations, 
narcissistic wounds, and melancholy. (Stiegler 2011, 152; emphasis original) 

In turn, these narcissistic wounds and states of melancholy are ‘remedied’ through, 

among other techniques of well-being, (self-)medication. And such psychological 

medication has its own set of ‘side effects,’ ranging from lack of libido all the way to 

suicide, in the case of, for instance, antidepressants – not to mention the negative side 

effect that is to be found in almost all drugs: that of addiction.  

 In fact, since we are now living in what Paul B. Preciado calls a 

‘pharmacopornographic era,’ where the pharmakon does not establish itself through 

external techniques like the mask, but finds its place under the skin, one can argue that 

the complexity has indeed multiplied to the point of unmanageability. Today, the 

particular biopolitics of these materialities operate on the level of a pharmaco-power 

that has to do with both desires (the symbolic) and the organisation of labour and 
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production (the material) (Preciado 2013, 144–235). Preciado’s identification of 

pharmaco-power operating in the body and under the skin, as opposed to being external 

to it, is quite telling given the fact that Derrida thinks it is precisely the pharmakon that 

has created the very difference between outside and inside: ‘It can only be out of 

something like…the pharmakon that the strange difference between inside and outside 

can spring’ (2013, 103). It is poison to the microorganism / illness, and therefore 

remedy to the human, but it comes from the outside into the human body, and is thus 

external to it and will therefore always cause problems as well as solving them. This 

importance of the inside and outside is highly relevant when dealing with the mask, 

which revolves around the opposition of public and private (as we have already seen in 

Chapters 2 and 5). But it becomes even more interesting in the case of asbestos, since its 

primary function is to insulate (as an insulation material in devices and buildings), to 

prevent the outside from coming inside. The inside and outside are strictly material in 

this context.  

In the case of the gas mask, it is the asbestos-bearing filter that prevents the 

poisonous gas on the outside from coming inside the mask, and thus into the body. 

Asbestos is also used in buildings and ships as insulation against fire as well as cold. 

The use of asbestos in buildings prior to its restriction was essentially for sheltering and 

protecting organised human activity, to render certain places inhabitable. Therefore, 

asbestos was a remedy to a very fundamental human lack, its inability to survive the 

elements without shelter. In turn, it was proved to be deadly over time. The tracing of 

asbestos and its use in masks and infrastructural components presents a complicated 

story that relates to how industrial materials that served an essential function in the 

building of modern devices and environments turn against the people who are part of 

these ecologies.  

Asbestos is the umbrella term for a group of minerals that all have the same 

form of long, thin, fibrous crystals, with each visible fibre composed of millions of 

microscopic fibrils. It is used for insulation in both buildings and ships since it is 

extremely resistant to fire and heat. Human beings have been mining and using asbestos 

for a very long time, not just in the last centuries. Some scholars claim the word 

asbestos comes from the ancient Greek term ‘asbestos,’ meaning ’unquenchable’ or 

‘inextinguishable,’ a characterisation of the material’s resilience in the fire pits used by 
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the Ancient Greeks for cooking and warmth. Between 2000–3000 BC, embalmed 

bodies of Egyptian pharaohs were wrapped in asbestos cloth to protect the bodies from 

deterioration. Around 456 BC, Herodotus, the classical Greek historian, referred to the 

wrapping of asbestos shrouds around the dead before their bodies were tossed onto the 

funeral pyre to prevent their ashes from being mixed with those of the fire itself (King 

2018).  

 Greeks and Romans also documented the harmful effects of asbestos on those 

who mined it. Greek geographer Strabo noted a ‘sickness of the lungs’ in slaves who 

wove asbestos into cloth. Roman historian, naturalist and philosopher Pliny the Elder 

wrote of the ‘disease of slaves,’ and actually described slave miners using a thin 

membrane from the bladder of a goat or lamb as an early respirator in an attempt to 

protect themselves from inhaling the harmful asbestos fibres as they laboured (King 

2018). This seems to imply that among the very first masks in history were made to 

protect miners from asbestos, and indeed respiratory masks are part and parcel of all 

handling of asbestos today as well, from the mining of the material to the building and 

maintenance of asbestos-insulated buildings. The microscopic fibrils that reside in their 

millions in each fibre of the asbestos minerals can easily be released into the breathing 

air and find their way into the lungs, where they creates many cuts, resulting in the 

lethal and incurable diseases of asbestosis and mesothelioma (Delgermaa et al. 2011; 

BLF 2018). In short, asbestos is an airborne poison as lethal as the chemical gases used 

in wartime, but unlike them, it does not kill immediately. The difference between them 

is a matter of time, between sudden death and slow violence. 

 In fact, this slowness is one of the reasons legislators around the world were able 

to take until the 1980s to start regulating and banning the use of asbestos. When 

asbestosis occurs, it is typically 10 to 20 years after the initial exposure to asbestos. The 

time between first exposure to asbestos and diagnosis of mesothelioma is usually 30 

years or more (American Cancer Society 2015). Therefore, although there is no 

treatment for either illness and both result in death after a period of serious disability 

caused by painful breathing problems, the time lag between exposure and illness 

enabled legislators to turn a blind eye to its toxicity. This is no doubt a case of a type of 

slow violence.. It is this slow violence that explains the paradox behind the gas mask 

with the asbestos filter: the immediate and explosive effects of gas warfare are seen as 
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real violence, while the certain and painful death caused by asbestos is disregarded 

because it is slow violence, occurring in a way that is difficult to perceive. This is also 

why 125 million people around the world are still exposed to asbestos in the workplace 

annually, according to the World Health Organization – an exposure that results in 

thousands of fatalities related to asbestosis and mesothelioma annually. A similar 

number of deaths are also connected to exposure in homes (WHO 2018a). 

Since asbestos particles are airborne, unless a global effort is made the 

hazardous effects of the mineral cannot be contained. The immunity against asbestos 

itself is a major problem. Even in places where asbestos has been banned and the 

mining has stopped, old houses insulated with asbestos are still intact, mostly because 

the demolition of such houses will release asbestos particles into the air. When the Twin 

Towers collapsed after the 9/11 attacks, the air on the island of Manhattan was 

permeated with chemicals, not limited to but including asbestos that had been used in 

the construction of these buildings. The actual damage caused by airborne asbestos in 

Manhattan around this time will become clearer in the coming decades, as its residual 

effects become known (Gorman 2017). This means that the effects of natural disasters 

such as earthquakes and tsunami that demolish buildings that were constructed before 

any regulatory effort, will be increased due to the microfibres released into the air. The 

same is true for the already disastrous effects of war and conflict (Nancy 2014).  47

Nixon states that ‘slow violence’ is not only a type of violence that ‘occurs 

gradually’ but also ‘out of sight’ and is disregarded because violence is ‘customarily 

conceived as …erupting in to instant sensational visibility’ (2011, 2). Indeed, one of the 

other challenges to putting in place protections against asbestos is that asbestos-

contaminated environments are invisible to the human eye, unlike for instance gas 

toxicity. Masks are used not only for its excavation but also for its containment. One of 

the ways in which the material itself becomes visible is when it is used in specific 

media, which acknowledges its presence – the respirator in this case – that render it 

visual and communicable in the image form. Asbestos’s persisting prevalence in 

buildings is partly due to the difficulty of its extraction, which demands an array of 

 For a similar assessment on equivalence of catastrophes see Jean-Luc Nancy (2014) After Fukushima: 47

The Equivalence of Catastrophes. 
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techniques to mask the bodies of the specialists, similar to the use of personal protective 

equipment (PPE) masks in Ebola.  

Therefore, the relation of the mask and the material asbestos is indeed a very 

complex form of pharmakon: masks are used as protection against asbestos in order to 

mine, produce and make use of the material in one of its 3000 applications worldwide 

(Asbestos Safety and Eradication Agency n.d.). They are used in order to extract the 

harmful material in places they have already been put to use. They lend a visibility to 

this invisible airborne danger and in the case of the gas masks used in the world wars, 

they were put into the filters of the mask to protect children as well as adults from the 

immediate effects of chemical warfare with complete disregard to its effects as ‘slow 

violence.’  

Furthermore, asbestos is not the only material in the mask that is associated with 

toxicity. There are more common and pervasive materials – such as plastic polymers. 

The 3M mask FFA1P2, for example, which is a defence against ‘organic vapour and 

particulate hazards,’ is a plastic-rubber polymer (Amazon. n.d.). The mask again 

emerges as a key image in various scales of the dangers it poses. Various masks are used 

in the process of excavating the Earth’s ‘resources,’ which are then unleashed into the 

air with burning, amongst other things. Mining – in its original sense – is a practice that 

is enabled by masking.  

Like asbestos, the problem concerning plastic is one that is not easy to render 

discernible. Oil spills are one of the ways in which this becomes legible to humans, as 

most of these polymers are produced using the petroleum distillate mineral oil. Another 

health concern surrounding the elusiveness of plastic is microbeads – small particles of 

plastic used in cosmetic and biomedical industries. These refer to particles of plastic 

that are smaller than five micrometres in each dimension (Davis 2016, 191). They enter 

into the food chain via oceans and risk the livelihood of not only certain parts of marine 

life but also ecosystems.  

However, plastic is a material that has unlimited use and cannot be grasped 

merely by looking at the mask, oil spills or microbeads. In the introduction to the book 

Accumulation: The Material Politics of Plastic (2013), Jennifer Gabrys, Gay Hawkins 

and Mike Michael posit that since the early twentieth century ‘things have become 

decidedly synthetic to the point where plastic now appears as the archetypal material of 
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invention, mass consumption and ecological contamination’ (2013, 2). Whether we are 

talking about the media that surround us or commodities on offer, plastic seems 

essential to the material ecology of media. It has become a ground upon which media 

become embodied and perceptible. 

Some take this ‘lightly,’ as when Amanda Boetzkes and Andrew Pendakis write 

‘plastic – its pleasurable superficiality, its flexibility, its “lightness” – visualises a time 

freed from restrictions and limits even as it dovetails with contemporary neoliberal 

fantasies about the capacity of individuals to endlessly make and re-make 

themselves’ (2013). These ideas that are associated with plastic, come with ideological 

presumptions dating back to a time when the Earth’s oceans were considered as capable 

of infinitely devouring the plastic waste produced by humanity. What we ended up with 

is clusters of garbage: 80,000 tonnes of plastic is floating in the Pacific Ocean, a weight 

‘equivalent to 500 jumbo jets.’ This mass of plastic, made up of 1.8 trillion pieces, has 

come to be known as the Great Pacific Garbage Patch (GPGP), or the seventh continent, 

as its ‘estimated surface area of 1.6 million square kilometres…three times the size of 

France,’ warrants it being called a continent (Albeck-Ripka 2018; Ocean Cleanup. n.d.). 

Turtles caught around the patch ‘can have up to 74% of their diets composed of 

ocean plastic,’ and likewise the albatross chicks from Kure Atoll and Oahu Islands have 

‘45% of their mass composed of plastics.’ Apart from everything else, since ‘84% of 

this plastic was found to have at least one Persistent Bio-accumulative Toxic (PBT) 

chemical,’ animals that are consuming this plastic are ingesting the toxic chemicals and 

these toxic chemicals find their way up the food chain into the bodies of humans. Again, 

we encounter a situation in which the toxicity is multiplying through both the plastic 

and the toxic chemicals within the plastic, and the problem is becoming unmanageably 

complex through the global chain via which it is spreading.  

 A reflection on the concept of ‘remediation’ in the vernacular may be of value 

here. The OED defines remediation as ‘the action of remedying something, in particular 

of reversing or stopping environmental damage.’  A pharmacological understanding of 48

remediation in the material sense could look at the conditions of production of media as 

 In comparison to the media studies concept proposed as re-mediation by Jay David Bolter and Richard 48

Grusin (1999), the only point at which they engage a reading that overtly summons ‘remedy’ is in their 
glossary, where they cite Paul Levinson’s anthropological concept of the remedial ‘process by which new 
media technologies improve upon or remedy prior technologies’ (1999, 273).
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infrastructure, in its contemporary biopolitical governmentality, to underline that it is 

this very political economical structure that renders the planet uninhabitable. The 

problem lies within a logic of regulation that only becomes justifiable when some 

empirical consensus emerges, or in real scenarios, when the perils become simply 

undeniable. Therefore, it might be more useful to look at the problem more 

systematically, through concepts like ‘petro-capitalism.’  

Heather Davis conceptualises ‘petro-capitalism’ as a way to make discernible the 

role of petrochemicals in the global political-economy, and how the latter’s actualisation 

in the world is connected closely to the concerns surrounding the former (2016, 187–

192). Petro-capitalism is defined by the Oxford Dictionary of Human Geography as ‘[a] 

form of capital accumulation founded on the extraction, distribution, and consumption 

of petroleum. The term may refer to the larger globalized economy that depends on oil 

and gas for energy, industrial products, and profits, and which is coupled with a 

geopolitical state of affairs in which control over oil resources and their distribution is 

paramount’ (Oxford Reference n.d.). In this sense, petro-capitalist endeavours 

characterised much of the global resource wars and geopolitics of the 20th and early 

21st century, conflicts within which gas masks were visibly featured. Indeed, in 

focusing on the materials of asbestos and plastic with regards to the toxicity of the 

mask, I do not want to give the impression that substituting the materials in question 

with ‘healthier’ options would solve the problem. The problem is with the logic of 

substitution in the first place – with the pharmacological modus operandi of the 

capitalist machinery of production, which only temporarily alleviates certain problems, 

and does so by creating new ones. The broader politics of plastic, in this way, is 

resonant with that of asbestos within the framework of the material politics of the mask. 

For instance, switching from petroleum-based products to electric still feeds into 

the same pharmaco-logic, since the so-called electric powered devices take their 

electricity from coal burning plants in many parts of the globe.  The automobile 49

industry’s switch to electric and plastic materials overall has similar implications, but 

here the pharmaco-logic goes even further, since most electric cars use lithium-ion 

 According to the Australian Energy Update 2015: ‘Coal is the largest source of electricity generation in 49

Australia at 61 per cent. Natural gas constituted 22 per cent of total electricity generation. Renewable 
generation rose by 12 per cent in 2013–14, comprising 15 per cent of total generation in Australia .’ 
Switching to electric, therefore, mostly means the shift in the locality of electricity production and 
distribution. 
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batteries. US efforts in Afghanistan to survey the lithium reserves resulted in the 

country being ‘branded the “Saudi Arabia of lithium.”’  This has no doubt contributed 50

to the country becoming a global war zone, much as petroleum contributed to the never-

ending global war unleashed in the Middle East.  

As we can see, the problem is less with what substitutes which material, but that 

the materials chosen to address problems turn out on closer inspection to be a 

pharmakon, with each substitution ‘multiply[ing] the effects of the negative, leading the 

lack that was its cause to proliferate,’ to quote again from Derrida (1981, 100) and 

‘provoking each time a new default – always greater, always more complex and always 

less manageable than the one that preceded it’ to refer again to Stiegler (2011, 152). No 

doubt, the asbestos and plastic used in the production of masks are a negligible percent 

of the vast and complex problems created by the overall global production of these 

materials. However, the wide-ranging toxicity of the materials that make up the mask, 

which is first and foremost supposed to be a remedy, proves not only that the mask is a 

pharmakon par excellence but also how complicated and unmanageable the negative 

and toxic side of the pharmakon has become in late capitalism. It demonstrates how, 

having until recently mostly focused on the remedy rather than the poison side of 

pharmakon in applying to any or all techne – both techniques and technologies – we 

have now come to a point in history where the poisonous side of the pharmakon has 

become a more immediate concern. Which brings us to the apocalyptic paradigm of the 

next section.  

 6.2. Masks and Pollution: Breathability and Visibility 

The relationship between toxicity and the mask is not limited to the toxic materiality 

used in the production of the mask. Even when I set the limits of the subject in this 

manner, in the previous section, the global effects of both asbestos and plastic led me 

into a consideration of the toxicity of varying durations that the mask is meant to protect 

its wearer from. And this toxicity ranges from the immediate terrors of wartime gas 

attacks to the slower violence of air pollution. Another way of putting this would be to 

say, having looked at the mask as pharmakon from its poisonous aspect, I will now be 

 It is not only Afghanistan that was seen worthy of this title (Parikka 2015, 6). Indeed, Bolivia and Chile 50

have also been dubbed the Saudi Arabia of lithium in the last decade and efforts to extract large reserves 
of lithium from Finland are underway by the Finnish subsidiary of the Norwegian Nordic Mining 
Company.
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turning to its remedial properties. However, as the gas mask becomes a remedy less for 

an immediate attack and more for a more or less permanent state of air pollution, it once 

again loses the status of pure remedy and turns into a permanent fixture. Furthermore, in 

this aspect of slow violence, the mask-as-remedy becomes the means through which the 

malady it is remedying can be realised and articulated as well as visualised and 

symbolised. The 20th-century visual culture of the mask in military and urban contexts 

establishes the emergence of two interconnected but temporally differentiated modes of 

hostilities toward human life. On the one hand, there is the direct violence exerted 

through the atmosphere in which an active undermining of conditions of life invokes the 

presence of the mask in martial scenarios, relating to international, national and urban 

conflicts alike. The longer duration, on the other hand, relates to environmental 

devastation on local and global scales.  

 The breathability of the air has been the subject of politics for at least a century. 

In his book Terror from the Air Peter Sloterdijk demonstrates how in the 20th century, 

through the ‘gas warfare’ of WWI and the ‘genocidal gas extermination’ of WWII, ‘the 

active manipulation of breathing air first became a cultural [hence, a political] 

matter’ (2009, 47). In other words, what was for a long while a commons – that is, a 

shared (com-)munus – became politicised with the world wars. The gas warfare of WWI 

and the mass murder techniques of the Holocaust are originary moments in which the 

breathing air became the liminal site between life and death. These techniques disrupted 

the human body’s respiratory function through introducing malignant agents to the 

surrounding air.  

        Sloterdijk (2009) conceptualises these manipulations through ‘air conditioning,’ as 

a way to make sense of the significance of the 20th century techno-politics of the air 

and inhabitability, in relation to the modern subjectivities it produced – a dynamic in 

which the conditions produces new modes of subjectivity, which in turn came up with 

new ways of conditioning. For Sloterdijk the conditioning of the air in a ‘negative’ way 

to negate life, a thanatopolitics of habitability via breathability, emerges in this era and 

extends into the present in different forms. The gas masks of the war period were a 

remedy against an immediate danger, but they also carried the war zone into the urban 

environment and made what in fact was a military accessory part of the daily lives of 

civilians. The uniformity of the facial images created by the mask alludes to a further 

militarisation en masse. As Weisenfeld points out, the anonymisation of the faces of 
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civilians flattened out their ‘individual physiognomies, and pointed to the posthuman 

condition of wartime, when people would be unable to survive the potentially toxic 

atmosphere of the metropolis’ (2014, 180).  

        Since the ‘toxic atmosphere of the metropolis’ became a fixture long after the war 

and its threat of chemical weaponisation of the air was over, the gas masks of wartime 

ceded their places to the anti-pollution masks of peace time, while the breathability of 

the air remained as political. Indeed, the gas mask became a symbol of the ecological 

movement, and mainstream environmental discourses, in the US from the 1970s 

onwards. Finis Dunaway notes this transition as a shift from anxieties that surround the 

Cold War, where the annihilation of life was imagined as an instantaneous process, to an 

understanding of a slow and gradual shift of the inhabitability of the urban space (2008, 

71–74). Mark Fisher follows a similar reading of the arrival of extinctive catastrophe in 

Capitalist Realism (2009): ‘there is no punctual moment of disaster; the world doesn’t 

end with a bang, it winks out, unravels, gradually falls apart’ (2). The catastrophic event 

within which we find ourselves today is not characterised by a dramatic rupture, not to 

the phenomenological temporality of our species. The imaginability of such temporality 

itself becomes a problem. The mask puts a face to these processes and renders them 

visible – in cityscapes, due to pollution. They also become more permanent as the ‘ill’ 

they are supposed to remedy turns into a gradual falling apart.  

 Lately, discussions around the Anthropocene as a new geological epoch, 

proposed first by Paul J. Crutzen circa 2000, have been taken up in the humanities to an 

extensive degree. The effects of human activities on the Earth initiating a new 

geological era have been extensively discussed with other terms such as Anthrobscene 

(Parikka 2014b), Capitalocene (Moore 2015), and Chthulucene (Haraway 2016). These 

conceptualisations differ not only through their positioning of the originary moment but 

also the agency over the processes that alter the planet. I am more interested in the 

specific durations of making ecologies uninhabitable and their respective politics, as 

well as techniques to make them inhabitable. Something akin to a consensus in the 

scientific community tries to articulate what ‘we’ did to the planet as a species, within 

the specific historical / political-economic paradigm. 

 These different ways of conceptualising the violence perpetuated by organised 

human existence show that it is not as direct as we see on the warfront or in protests, 
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where agents who try to deny a group of people breathing air occupy a comparable 

spatiotemporal order with that group and it is possible to establish a direct causality 

between their actions and its consequences. This indirectness in the case of the 

worsening of the global air quality can be conceptualised as slow – slow not necessarily 

in its denial of breathing air but the time it takes for it to pass that threshold of denial. It 

is these forces and their transformation of the Earth and the livelihood of its inhabitants 

that is conceptualised by Nixon (2011) as ‘slow violence.’  

Air pollution is definitely not immediate, instantaneous or explosive, especially 

compared to gas warfare. If it kills, it seldom does so immediately, quickly or directly. If 

it ills, the ills are complex and plenty, and thus more difficult to trace, or to make 

apparent. And its repercussions definitely play out on various temporal scales, not only 

the near future of the urban dweller, but also the future of the habitability of the entire 

planet. In this sense, it has a corresponding concept in Lauren Berlant’s ‘slow death,’ 

which she conceptualises to refer ‘to the physical wearing out of a population and the 

deterioration of people in that population that is very nearly a defining condition of their 

experience and historical existence’ (2007, 754). However, there is one sense in which 

air pollution in the urban context differs from the paradigm in which Nixon places it: 

unlike the case of micro plastics and asbestos fibres in the air, the pollution that affects 

city air is usually visible, and thus has a spectacular dimension to it that can in turn lend 

it an immediacy and cause regulations to be swifter.  

 The composition of the air of the city affects the respiratory capacities of its 

residents and their health often also expresses itself visibly. This entanglement of the 

composition of the air with the quality of visibility is expressed in various points in the 

history of art, quite prominently in the Houses of Parliament series by Claude Monet. 

The series capture an image of London covered with visible pollutants at the turn of the 

20th century, which shows that smog and pollution of breathing air have been connected 

to the image and the reality of the urban much earlier than the current decades. Indeed, 

already in 1884 John Ruskin was lecturing in London on the radical transformation of 

the air and what he calls the ‘plague-cloud’ and ‘plague-wind.’ (Ruskin 1884) The 

recognition of this meteorological alteration was visible to the senses of the inhabitants 

of the city. The air in London in the latter half of the 19th century was characterised by 
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heavy fog, due to the mass release of pollutants into the atmosphere fuelled by 

industrialisation. 

 These effects continued to mark the culture of the city into the 21st century, and 

survived into 21st-century popular culture. Lately, the Netflix series The Crown (‘Act of 

God’ 2016) engaged the Great Smog of London, which left thousands dead and many 

more with life-altering repercussions. In fact, the spectacularity of the event, which still 

lends itself to visual narrative representation, is one of the reasons that reform and 

regulation came swiftly. The Clean Air Act of 5 July 1956 received bipartisan support at 

the time and became the fundamental turning point for the improvement of the urban 

atmosphere of London (Brimblecombe 1987, 169). Of course one could argue that in 

such instances the pollution problem becomes not only spectacularly visible, but also 

loses all the characteristics of slow violence. After all, the Great Smog did its damage 

very quickly, over a relatively short period of time. As atmospheric chemist Peter 

Brimblecombe accounts for the Great Smog, as it unfolded over 5 to 9 December 1952:  

The weather in the week that preceded the smog of 1952 was relatively good… 
By Thursday evening it was evident that London would be very foggy. The fog 
was thicker on…Friday morning than many people could ever remember. By 
Friday night the treatment of respiratory cases was running at twice its normal 
level and the anticyclone had stalled completely. A million chimneys poured 
smoke out into the foggy stagnant air. It became ever more polluted as Londoners 
tried to dispel the cold and gloom… On Sunday the fog continued and so did the 
deaths. The emergency services were no longer able to respond in any effective 
way. (1987, 166).  

Therefore, it is quite possible that the speed with which meaningful regulation is put 

into place is directly and positively proportional to the spectacularity and instantaneity 

of the disaster in question. However, the logic of capital expansion and the demand for 

energy production / consumption render these measures palliative in longer durations. 

Indeed, London today still competes with Beijing and other mega-cities for the claim to 

be the city with the poorest breathing air (Chun 2013). Any effort to tackle this global 

problem with local instantiations is bound to remain insufficient until that effort itself 
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takes into consideration the globalised political-economy, as evidenced by 2015 United 

Nations Climate Change Conference, aka the Paris Climate Summit.   51

Indeed, since 2008, over half of the global population has lived in cities, and as 

such is subjected to the conditions of urban life as they emerge in relation to the global 

forces of capital (World Bank 2018). The breathability of the air for most of the human 

population is a daily concern in the conditioned air of cities – not just through the 

conditioning of immediate surroundings in short temporalities that AC units may evoke, 

but also in terms of how the urban formations modulate its air. The shaping of the 

materiality of the Earth to form cities is rendered possible with the release of toxic 

materials into the air, which in turn become decisive in the formation of urban 

atmospheres.  

!  

fig.6.2 Haze in the capital - Air pollution in Beijing, January 13, 2013. Greenpeace / Wu Di. 
http://www.greenpeace.org/china/ReSizes/ImageGalleryLarge/Global/china/image/2013/

climate/pm25-outburst/pm25-outburst06.jpg.. 

The above image is part of a series by Greenpeace intended to raise awareness of 

the polluted air in Beijing. The fact and the fiction become enmeshed in this image, the 

allegorical composition of which was shot in an actually polluted city-scape, with a 

metonymy established between the health of the child and the withered rose. NGO 

 For a thorough exploration of the efforts of tackling climate change in relation to conflicting political 51

economies of the present that could put them into action as well as any potentials futures, pertaining to 
forms of sovereignty that may create centres of management of these realities, see Geoff Mann and Joel 
Wainwright (2018) Climate Leviathan: A Political Theory of Our Planetary Future.. Also see (WHO 
2018b)
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images, like this one, blur the line between the journalistic and cinematic narratives, 

where the current condition is enframed as an apocalyptic one. 

 As Arjun Appadurai postulated, ‘the future’ can be treated ‘as a cultural 

fact’ (2013). The cultural imaginaries of mask relate to the kind of futures articulated. 

Mask as a breathing apparatus affords the literal habitability of environments that are 

inhospitable to human life, but this fact is also the reason why it becomes a symbol for 

other kinds of mobility of the body into different environments. The figure of the 

masked individual evokes a person temporarily venturing into an uninhabitable 

environment. This might be the urban environment that has temporarily been made 

uninhabitable by violent attacks, or the top of Mount Everest or the depths of the ocean 

– or, in the future tense of science-fiction, it might be space, the final frontier (Genta 

and Rycroft 2003). To make a place habitable in this context would be to create the 

circumstances in which its potential habitants can live without a mask. The masked 

individual that started this process of ‘development’ could be a regarded as a pioneer, a 

man ‘who has boldly gone to where no man has gone before’: an individualist, an 

expansionist, in line with the expansionist logic of capitalism. The primary point about 

the status of the mask in contemporary cities against these imaginaries is this: When 

gas-masked masses are seen in what is an already habitable, even desirable corner of the 

Earth, such as urban centres, the mask becomes a warning sign that these places are 

becoming as uninhabitable as outer space, which, given the figures relating to current 

levels of air pollution, is not far from the truth. In this case, the future tense becomes 

that of the dystopia, or even the post-apocalypse.  

The immunity trope itself, which is part and parcel of masking techniques, is the 

flip side of the expansionist logic. The neoliberal mode of governmentality depends on 

various techniques of exclusion, including but not limited to the bases of class, 

nationality and citizenship (as I have explored throughout this thesis). In Cities under 

Siege and New Military Urbanism (2010), Stephen Graham looks at an array of 

separation techniques in the contemporary Global North. Gated communities and sport 

utility vehicles (SUV) become mobile and immobile borders between strata of society, 

keeping the privileged secluded at the expense of the exposure of others. These class 

divides also manifest at the level of countries, where we can locate countries that wall 
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themselves off from the rest and promote the use of renewable energy within their own 

borders while powering their economy through the export of fossil fuels.  

Similarly, in Walled States, Waning Sovereignty (2017), Wendy Brown looks at 

techniques of enclosure in their relation to sovereignty. Particular attention is given to 

the discourse employed by right-wing European parties regarding ‘Fortress 

Europe’ (2017, 8). Masks against urban pollution are a similar enclosure at the level of 

the body inasmuch as they present individual and localised solutions to what is very 

much a collective and global problem. This is a major problem with the logic of masks 

today, providing as they do individual protections against collective crises. Anxieties 

surrounding the breathability of the air should be noted as a layer that made this image 

prominent at the time. The proliferation of the image of the mask in times of crisis as 

such is symptomatic of a desire for the protection of the self at the locus of the self – the 

face, as the site where the sense of self is (re)produced.  

In his introduction to Roberto Esposito’s Bios, Timothy Campbell gestures 

towards a similar reading: ‘the modern subject...is itself an attempt to attain immunity 

from the contagion of the possibility of community’ (2008, xi). Donna Haraway argues 

the same within a broader perspective: ‘The perfection of the fully defended, 

“victorious” self is a chilling fantasy, linking phagocytic amoeba and moon-voyaging 

man cannibalizing the earth in an evolutionary teleology of post-apocalypse 

extraterrestrialism’ (1991, 224). This, indeed, is a fantasy that not only connects some 

journalistic narratives and symbols but many genres and works of fiction. All these 

resources look at how enclosures are created throughout modernity with the motivation 

of protection of life. Any such enclosure, however, also divides whilst protecting, 

stratifying instead of bringing together. The mask is a symbol and also a tool of 

protection and division, available at the level of the body. The richness of the mask as 

an image in cultural artefacts relates, in the framework explored in this thesis, to this 

scale that makes it visually representable. This is one of the themes that cuts across the 

chapters: mask as a technique of enclosure (related to individuals, groups, or state 

forms) functions as an attempt to protect the perceived sovereignty against external 

factors – be it the Ebola virus, surveillance, or environmental agents.  

Frederic Jameson’s widely circulated proclamation about the imaginability of 

the end of the world and that of capitalism foregrounded readings of the apocalyptic 
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narratives in which the destruction of the elements that support life on the planet is 

noticeable. He writes: ‘It seems to be easier for us today to imagine the thoroughgoing 

deterioration of the earth and of nature than the breakdown of late capitalism; perhaps 

that is due to some weakness in our imaginations’ (1996, xii). Even post-apocalyptic 

images are permeated by masked figures in worlds that capitalism still rules. Mad Max: 

Fury Road (dir. George Miller 2015), for example displayed a multilayered materiality 

of vital flows: that of air, yes, but also water, blood and gasoline. An economy of these 

primary flows is negotiated through acts of violence on the brink of extinction and after 

the apocalypse. A vision of face where mask is life sustaining but also one that can be 

seen as a cage – the latter, as articulated in the work of Zach Blas the physical capture 

finds its locus on the face.  The ‘blood bag’ mask of the film (fig.6.3) limits the 52

potentiality of the intake of food, whilst creating an aesthetic of entrapment.  

fig.6.3 Blood Bag Mask, as seen in Mad Max: Fury Road (2015, Warner Bros. Pictures). 
Frame timestamp: 00.18.02. 

In this mask, the face is accentuated as a site of various flows and where these 

flows can be harnessed. The body is imagined as a resource itself (with the blood 

flowing from the masked body to the driver of the vehicle upon which the former is 

situated), not unlike the neoliberal approaches to the potentiality of the body, i.e. the 

contemporary biopolitical regimes of extraction / production of different sorts of value 

from the body. In such imagined futures, the mask has become a remedy for a lack of 

the most basic and fundamental flows of life, and as such has become a prison one can 

only escape through death.  

 See his Face Cages (2013–16) http://www.zachblas.info/works/face-cages/52
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 6.3 The Figure of the Child and the Mask 

Masks seem to be a fixture in our imaginings of the future, even beyond the end of the 

world. Since the future is always articulated through the figure of the child, it merits 

returning to the mask designed for children with which this chapter started: The Mickey 

Mouse gas mask. Walt Disney’s significance within this context is not limited to the 

inclusion of the figure or the name in the design of this mask, but directly extends from 

him to the warfront. He was working at the same time to produce the film Victory 

through Airpower which was to be released a year later in 1943. On the other hand, the 

images created by Disney were produced serially by his company and appeared in an 

array of media. In the case of the Mickey Mouse gas mask, the facial figure of his 

character is materially embodied by numerous bodies, flattening their individuating 

traits, and thus alluding to the monstrous in its use. However, in this context it is not 

enough only to ‘focus on the finished product rather than the material process of the 

image production,’ as Marxists critics of Disney such as Benjamin, Adorno and 

Horkheimer have done. One should also take into account that ‘Disney had thoroughly 

integrated the Fordist mode of production and its method of organizing labor into his 

own company …leading to strikes and layoffs in the early 1940s’ (Furuhata 2011, 27).  

A mask with the same name was already used on the other side of the Atlantic 

Ocean. In 1939 the British government distributed gas masks to the civilian population 

in preparation for a potential chemical attack from the Axis powers. Some of these 

masks were designed for children and branded appealingly as ‘Mickey Mouse’ 

respirators due to their distinctive form and colour (Schmidt 2015). The British forms of 

the ‘Mickey Mouse masks’ were not very reminiscent of the character of the same name 

in comparison to its American counterpart, which bore similarities to that form. The 

Imperial War Museum archives describe the mask and the thinking behind the form 

chosen for it as follows: ‘This type of mask was issued to younger children. 

Manufactured in bright colours, it was intended to be more attractive and less sinister 

than adult versions’ (IWM n.d.). The mask is codified as a playful object, designed to 

attract children and limit the negative reactions to its use, in the war context. 
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fig.6.4 Respirator, Anti-gas, Child's 'Mickey Mouse' (Boxed): British: Imperial War Museum. 
© IWM (EQU 3643).

The asbestos-filtered ‘Mickey Mouse Masks’ produced and distributed on both 

sides of the Atlantic were codified as playful objects, as toys of sorts, designed to attract 

children and limit the negative reactions to the iconography of war that threatened the 

civilian population. The significance of the masks here has to do with their targeting of 

children’s bodies. Allison C. Meier, who writes on neglected dimensions of visual 

histories, comparatively reads the form and function of the American version of the 

Mickey Mouse gas mask:  

The small mask with its Mickey ears was meant to put children at ease in an 
emergency situation (although the masks of the adults around them would 
probably still be nightmarish). As Major Robert D. Walk of the US Army Reserve 
Command explained in an essay on the mask: ‘The mask was designed so 
children would carry it and wear it as part of a game. This would reduce the fear 
associated with wearing a gas mask and hopefully, improve their wear time and, 
hence, survivability.’ (2013) 
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 The mask as an object is codified as a toy to increase engagement time through 

gamification. Further, the anxieties that may be associated with imminent threat are 

ameliorated through the familiarity of the objects in an unfamiliar situation. The 

familiarity of Mickey Mouse is assumed to become a calming factor in a survival 

scenario. The embodiment of this image through its circulation affects the bodies both 

materially, to envelop them from physical danger, and at the level of conscious or 

unconscious experience of anxiety. This line of thinking suggests that not just the 

conditions that would require the wearing of the mask but also the masked figures 

themselves might be a source of fear / anxiety for children. In the latter scenario, a part 

of the body through which people recognise each other is transformed, signalling a 

transfigured embodiment.  

 The contemporary version of these masks, Kilo Design’s WOOBI Play air-

pollution mask, demonstrates a ‘playful’ and compartmentalised – lego-like – 

engagement in its materiality. The mask itself is designed like a toy: ‘The mask, suitable 

for kids from 6 years of age, comes disassembled with an educational manual. 

WOOBI’s modular system encourages kids and parents to put the parts together, piece 

by piece, to build the finished product. The interaction helps them to understand the 

product’s functionality and introduces a dialogue on pollution and protection. The 

different coloured parts act as a simplifying tool for communication around the 

product’s functionality and allow kids to customize the mask the way they like it, giving 

them a sense of ownership and autonomy over their own safety’ (Kilo Design n.d.). 

fig.6.5 WOOBI Play Mask: Kilo Design. kilodesign.dk/work/woobi/. 

In a 2018 report, the WHO declared that 93% of children worldwide inhabit 

environments where the air pollution levels are above the levels identified as safe in 
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WHO guidelines. ‘Ambient air pollution’ and ‘household air pollution’ are major 

contributors to respiratory tract infections. In 2016 alone these infections resulted in 

543,000 deaths of children younger than five (World Health Organization 2018c). The 

emphasis on ownership of the mask and the self-agency of the child over toxic air both 

connect to the neoliberal discourse of self-reliance. The silicone front-part of the mask 

is justified to provide ‘effective protection while remaining sensitive to the social needs 

of its users,’ referring to the semi-transparent nature of the material. This screened / 

mediated and distorted image of the face is far from an unmasked one. Like the Mickey 

Mouse mask, these are also colourful and designed for children. However, rather than 

the flatness of the facial images that the historically older instantiation indicates, the 

images here are much more individualised, transforming significantly from one body to 

the other due to their materiality.  

The WOOBI Play mask is retailed at US$38 from a company based in Singapore 

into the Chinese market. Hence, it targets the middle-class portion of the population 

there. Rather than as an actual object residing on the bodies of children in cities in 

China, where more conventional masks are to be seen, these operate and circulate as a 

digital image in design websites and platforms. This example, then, is closer to the 

artworks that were explored in Chapter 3. Rather than gesturing towards a common use, 

they provide an opportunity to think with. It should also be noted that designers took 

into consideration the problems concerning the materiality of the mask and the 

concealment of the face it engenders. Silicone is used, rather than petro-chemical 

polymers, but the production of this material, too, has its own issues relating to power 

consumption (Gabrys et al. 2013). Parallel to my analysis in this chapter, the designed 

object takes into consideration the multiple issues with masks, emphasising the status of 

artistic and design practices as articulating research and thinking in media other than 

writing but bodying forth these components just as clearly. Despite the differences that 

arise from the specific materials used and the aesthetics that guide the choices, 

responses to the wars of the past century and conflicts of the present appear to have 

drawn from the same imagery, extending it into the future through the figure of the 

child.  

Lee Edelman provides an astute analysis of the figure of the child in popular 

culture in his book No Future (2004). What he calls ‘reproductive futurity’ is reinforced 
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with the pervasive usage and presence of the figure of the child, throughout the various 

layers of culture. In the child one sees a figure in becoming, embodying the virtuality of 

the future (and, of course, also its lack), and through this, opening up ways of 

manipulating the spectrum of the virtual. Edelman takes the slogan ‘We’re fighting for 

the children. Whose side are you on?’ and problematises its totalising self-evidentiality. 

My reading looks at this rhetorical device crucial to the context of Edelman’s work in 

queer theory in relation to discourses around normalisation, but also to other 

engagements with the politics, since it pertains to justification of actions of varying 

qualities. Used in Bill Clinton’s campaign, which blurred the line of conventional 

politics and efforts to maintain the well-being of children, it was also doing something 

quite common – mobilising the figure of the child in political images (Edelman 2004, 

1–32).  

Indeed, the phrase ‘for our children’ appears in myriad declarations from various 

parts of the political spectrum without being questioned – a truism of sorts. Edelman 

demonstrates the extent to which this is the case by considering it in the context of the 

debate about abortion, from the perspective of pro-life and pro-choice groups. ‘What, in 

that case, would it signify not to be “fighting for the children”? How could one take the 

other “side,” when taking any side at all necessarily constraints one to take the side of, 

by virtue of taking a side within, a political order that turns to the Child as the image of 

the future it intends ?’ Edelman is interested in this ‘very space that “politics” makes 

unthinkable: the space outside the framework within which politics as we know it 

appears and so outside the conflict of visions that share as their presupposition that the 

body politic must survive’ (2004, 3). 

The child at once becomes the possibility of the future and, especially by being a 

vulnerable figure within a hostile milieu, its lack – that of no future. My engagement in 

the scope of this project is with the figure of the child and its relation to narratives about 

and actions on the future. The pre-emptive and premediative dimension of politics 

relates to the future through a figure that carries the virtuality of the future within it. 

Brian Massumi has argued about the effectiveness of the anxieties of the future in the 

governance of the present through what he calls an ‘affective fact’ (2015, 189–206). 

This creates a historical ambit in which the habitability of the ‘homeland’ should be 

secured through different means and acts as a pretext to various interventions by the 
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state. The figure of the child renders the anxieties ‘extra-political’ at a discursive level 

(2004, 1). Once the child is threatened, a repertoire of actions become legible and 

justifiable. This exceptionalism is problematic, insofar as it creates its own untenable 

futures.  

At various times and places, the masked child appears in central nodes of 

journalistic image dissemination, as well as in overtly propagandist publications. In 

urban 21st century ecologies, the figure of the child with the gas mask embodies a 

remedy supplied by the same capitalist machinery of production and globalised 

exploitation that renders life unsustainable in those very localities. The materialities and 

the production of the masks themselves are processed and distributed via logistical 

networks, as commodities. Weisenfeld calls the gas mask during warfare a ‘martial 

commodity par excellence’ (2014, 180). Here, one can extend that proposition and 

situate it in a broader logic of commodification – the martial of the first half of the 

twentieth century is now the urban. Human agency over the negativity of the breathing 

air may be limited to shorter durations, but the undoing of the planet’s habitats is 

occurring slowly but irreversibly.  
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7. Conclusion: Mask, Body and Immunity 

 

fig.7.1 ‘A girl wearing a paper mask of the Queen in Parliament Square,’ February 15, 2019. 
Photograph: Leon Neal/Getty Images.

In the introduction of the book Immunitas, Esposito (2011, 1) lists seemingly unrelated 

events featured in a hypothetical present-day newspaper: the fight against a new viral 

epidemic, a judicial crisis about a head of state, a story about computer viruses. Asking 

what these phenomena might have in common, he answers, “Nothing, as long as they 

are interpreted in their separate domains.” He proposes the use of an “interpretive 

category” that gives the book its name: immunisation. A category of this type, which 

“cuts across…distinct discourses,” is becoming increasingly relevant and urgent in the 

present culture of connectivity where objects and images flow between assemblages of 

media and bodies, at once unsettling and redrawing borders. The mask has been such a 

category, as utilised in my exploration of contemporary facial politics as it relates to the 

issues of visibility and inhabitability, being a body and the maintenance of the borders 

of the body politic. The circulation of the mask as image, medium and technique is a 

central means through which categories of personhood, sovereignty, the healthy body, 

and materiality become conjoined and differentiated. My aim in this project has been to 

explore the specific differentiations that the mask brings about in contemporary visual 

cultures and biopolitical regimes of governmentality – operating at the levels of 
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production, circulation and surveillance. The mask also materially crosses and 

maintains such boundaries. As such, issues pertaining to the material politics of media 

are articulated with the current life of images of masks. 

 Not unlike Esposito’s newspaper, on the front page of The Guardian on 

February 15, 2019, there were two news pieces in dialogue with each other that connect 

through the figures featured. The date marked the sixth anniversary of the death of Ella 

Kissi-Debrah, a nine-year-old, who lost her life due to respiratory complications whilst 

living above a busy road in Lewisham, London. One of the pieces on that date was 

about Kissi-Debrah, who had to visit the hospital 27 times for breathing difficulties in 

this polluted urban environment in the three years leading up to her death. (Williams 

2019; Asthana 2019) Her photographic portrait constituted the thumbnail of the news 

about her, which was placed on the same page as another news piece about children. 

School students around the UK joined their peers in other countries around the globe in 

a series of walk-outs to demonstrate against the insufficiency of actions in response to 

climate change. The photo above features a student wearing a mask of Queen Elizabeth 

II in Parliament Square during the strike. The image of the mask is attached to the body, 

to this particular life and its potentials, making its presence a biopolitical one. This 

recent image captures some of the main frictions that I have been exploring in this 

work, between body and agency, politics of visibility and inhabitability of the planet. 

 This child’s body functions here as a medium for the presentation of the image 

of the queen through the mask she dons. She is also carrying a sign that reads “too many 

people, not enough animals.” The background is populated by people and buildings, 

with one under construction also featuring predominantly in the right-hand side of the 

photograph. The protestors are overtly seeking to achieve some form of agency through 

their physical presence and by making their voice heard in relation to the lack of action 

pertaining to climate change. It is not surprising, then, that the face chosen as a mask by 

this protestor is the face of a public person with considerable amount of agency in 

comparison to her – a persona whose voice is heard in every sense of the word. The 

circulation of facial images and which bodies these come to inhabit, hence, is essentially 

political.  

 The photograph intimates the problem of sovereignty on the level of the 

individual and the body politic alike. The politics at stake here may be seen as one that 

is concerned with the very basic potentials of life and to make live, the habitability of 
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the planet as a primary requirement for sustaining life. Through this lens, the call for 

animals rather than people reveals another meaning than that of a call for an increasing 

non-human life in the city. It is not people as personae who are addressed to solve this 

problem. The call is to animals: not just non-humans but maybe humans who are 

grounded in their basic biological needs in comparison to their ability to take part in 

politics per se – the animal who is conscious of their animality. Children are denied a 

full political personality, as they do not have full legal agency over their actions nor do 

they get to vote in elective politics at national and regional levels.  The poetics of what 53

is at stake in this intervention exceed the possible intentions of the body in question and 

gain a visibility beyond its medium-specific materiality on the screens of the myriad 

people displaying the image. The future of the face and the mask, from this angle, is 

secure, while the future of the bodies as the biological medium of these images may not 

be.  

 The multiplicity of things and signs competing for attention is a constant in the 

context of contemporary politics and media ecologies, as evident in the photograph 

taken during the climate strike. In recognising this plurality, each chapter has explored 

the idea of ecology in a specific context. As it relates to the idea of a person as an 

addressable individual within a network of physical and digital addresses, I have 

considered the artistic work that engages with the techniques that blur the line between 

what constitutes a face and a mask. Further, the ecology of images and media that 

characterise the crises around political and biological phenomena have been addressed. 

This radical notion of ecology builds on current literature in the humanities (such as 

Fuller 2005; Parikka 2007a, 2015; Hörl 2017) but also offers a particular instantiation of 

this concept as it pertains to the study of image, media and techniques.  

 In looking at ecologies of images, I emphasised that there is no such thing as 

immaterial media. Media by definition refers to a material medium. Against the popular 

discourses that surround the frictionless circulation of images, this thesis shows the 

ways in which images come to occur in specific medial conditions which in turn ground 

their aesthetics. The methodological innovations of this research project are particularly 

significant in this regard. Close readings, as demonstrated here through textual analyses 

 In response to the strike, a columnist writing for The Spectator, Toby Young, published an article on 53

February 16, 2019 and advocated raising the voting age to 21 in contrast to those who had proposed 
lowering it to 16: https://www.spectator.co.uk/2019/02/if-children-want-to-protest-against-climate-
change-why-not-do-it-at-the-weekend/
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of artworks and photojournalistic images, might afford ways of studying culture (across 

different domains) that can move beyond the realm of the image within a solely 

symbolic context and extend to the material politics of visual culture. This is not to turn 

away from the insights of textual analytical methods but rather to extend them into and 

supplement them with the material organisation of the everyday and look at the 

radically different contexts in which images come into being. This is where one moves 

away from textual analysis that takes the image in isolation (at least within the borders 

of a frame, e.g. a screen) through an understanding of a material ecology of images. 

Such discourse considers the specific media upon and within which images appear, as 

well as their embodiment and perception - all in relation to one another.  

 In this regard, I have assessed ‘the picture is the image with a medium’ (2011, 

10) proposal of Belting and pushed it to its limits across media, with a specific series of 

pictures, associated with faciality. Consideration of ‘media’ then manifested an array of 

interrelated threads. Enquiries into the visual condition of modernity and 

contemporaneity may benefit from such a dialogue, too. Although present and emergent 

in other areas (disciplinarily and geographically) of research, media and visual studies 

within the broader English language speaking domain may benefit from such an 

approach which could allow for a more profound analysis of the moment and its 

periodisations (cf. the Anthropocene). If the conditions of visibility is a guiding research  

question, material change (from the micro-temporal movement of digital media to 

geological timescales) cannot be a secondary concern to the study of images (as this 

thesis has shown), as one only encounters images within specific milieux, in one kind of 

(serial) embodiment on one set of media or another. 

 I have provided further insights by putting into dialogue such visual studies 

methods and concerns with the broader interest in contemporary studies between the 

inseparability of the so-called natural and artefactual (Haraway 1991, 2016;  Parikka 

2007a., 2015) In this regard, situatedness and the presence of images were discussed 

through empirical cases in which the gap between the face and the mask diminishes 

within specific contexts. This opens visual studies to a new set of toolkits, ones that 

have been present in other fields but not exhausted within the interdisciplinary study of 

images and critical cultural research. I took the face and the mask as objects of study 

since the connections they delineate between the issues of seeing and breathing, 

showing and guarding, are so profound - the face and the mask correspond with each 
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other, as it were, as the former discussed in the natural and the latter cultural domain. 

However, this does not mean that other research topics (where the connection is not as 

clear) may not benefit from the acknowledgement of how the material the symbolic and 

the so-called natural and cultural fold into one another.  

 My enquiry has concerned the mask both as an object and a practice. In 

considering objects as tools, similar to McLuhan (1994), one might focus on their 

function. In looking at multiple cases, this thesis demonstrates how the angle of 

‘cultural techniques’ and materialist media theory in general might be useful in their 

emphasis on the entanglement of the object and practice, in going beyond media as 

objects to address the complex events that surround everyday lives and the ways in 

which such phenomena are made sensible. By integrating the framework of ‘cultural 

techniques’ into this study, I was able to not restrict the scope to the mask as an object 

but to consider it as a set of practices (as masking assemblages). In looking at multiple 

cases, this thesis shows how the angle of cultural techniques could be useful, beyond 

media as static objects or tools, and allow other researchers to trace and address the 

complex events and phenomena which fall under the study of visual culture. The picture 

and the performance can, thus, be meaningfully read in relation to each other. The ways 

in which the artefactual is embodied has been a guiding concern in relation to the 

specific subjectivities engendered through them. To note once again the words of 

Haraway “the fully defended, “victorious” self is a chilling fantasy, linking phagocytic 

amoeba and moon-voyaging man cannibalizing the earth in an evolutionary teleology of 

post-apocalypse extraterrestrialism’ (1991, 224) A similar entanglement - what happens 

at the scale of the body and the broader politics of subjectification - is present in my 

exploration of the Ebola epidemic where defensive gestures of a medical nature 

translate into politics of border control and immigration.  

 This thesis has explored the ways in which the mask operates at various 

levels: at once articulating and obfuscating ideas of self and non-self, operating as 

liminal site between the outside and the inside. The idea of immunity informed all 

of these dimensions. The mask and masking as image, medium and technique 

negotiate the borders of bodies (politic). In bringing together different disciplines 

that study insides and outsides, I put forward a framework that can trace 

differentiations across various domains. Theory of cultural techniques study the 

techniques that process distinctions, biopolitics study the body as both a part of 
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collective governmentality and in its atomised harnessing, whereas anthropology 

of images concerns what differentiates a medium from another. As such, a guiding 

conceptual relationship has been the one between the inside and the outside, and 

the techniques of processing these differences. The filtering and blocking function 

of the masks that one encounters in the extraction of asbestos or to fight airborne 

diseases, denotes a differentiation of a secure inside and a dangerous outside. 

However, this appears not just on the scale of the body as a material 

differentiation. The mask, like a second skin, as explored in the works of 

Leonardo Selvaggio and Gillian Wearing, becomes a site that has the ability to 

register what is outside and what is not. A capacity of the registering of the insides 

and outsides that goes beyond an immediately material function occurs when one 

starts considering the body as a unit, a self that is capable of recognising itself as a 

self, different to the non-self that surrounds the self. In this regard the 

experimentations with (self-)portraiture exhibited the borders of these categories 

through showing how what is deemed a mask and a face are so technically and 

materially specific. 

 In the introduction I described how the mask needs to be assessed as both 

an image and an object. Chapter 6 engaged with the materiality of the mask by 

looking at its chemical composition and the distribution of labour that makes it 

possible. The mask is a key symbol and material technique that enables the 

construction of political bodies. The transmissibility of images and objects within 

the broader contemporary media ecologies not only characterises the perils of the 

globalising forces but also connects to the possible ways of distributing immunity. 

Chapters 4 and 5 have demonstrated the limits of the mask as an immunising 

image, medium and technique in political and biological emergencies.  

 The functionality of the mask, in this exploration, often overlapped with 

particular aesthetics of obfuscation and concealment. From the monstrosity of the 

WWII masks to the semi-transparently designed WOOBI masks, this aspect appears to 

be crucial for its uses, which in turn relate to its presences and circulation in disparate 

contexts. The face has become an image affixed to the body that many contemporary 

political groups / categories seem to be trying to do away with through politics of 

obfuscation (as explored in Chapters 2, 3 and 4). Looking back at this research, it is 

evident that such politics of exit or withdrawal from may only be partially or 
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temporarily viable or even desirable. The need to participate is only temporarily 

deferred through such masks. The masks function, too, in a way that allows the 

inhabitation of certain milieux, by immunising the body to the risk of imminent 

contagion (cf. Chapter 5).  

 The idea of a material pharmacology of media is introduced and proposed 

in the final chapter of the body. Chapter 6 historically and politically 

contextualised the materiality of the mask, primarily by looking at asbestos and 

plastic. The exploration of materiality was connected to the pharmacological 

properties that are sustained through a logic of substitution, being at once a 

remedy and poison. As noted there, current studies that focus on the 

pharmacology of media are primarily phenomenological accounts in media 

studies (Hansen 2015). With the new materialist media theory and ecological 

interventions becoming even more topical vis-à-vis climate change (cf Parikka 

2015; Cubitt 2016), a pharmacology of media materiality could be a key research 

area through which to consider the contrasting effects of the use of particular 

materials in contemporary media devices and technologies.  

 The mask’s relationship to immunity has been the central thrust of my 

argument, and biopolitical claims (such as Esposito 2008, 2011) about the relationship 

between immunity and community were mapped onto the mask’s presences and 

functions. This manifests itself from the very early experimentations with the idea of 

persona in relation to the modern technique of portraiture. The mask’s immunitary 

potentials have also been explored in relation to political conflict, biological epidemics 

and urban habitability. 

 The relationship between the visibility of identity and issues concerning local / 

global inhabitability are closely conjoined, as this research has demonstrated 

throughout its chapters. The air, which mediates any contact, has been going through 

radical alterations, both direct and indirect, as seen in the manipulation of breathing air 

with tear gas and the slow violence of environmental destruction. What permeates the 

lungs, in other words, often tends to penetrate the eyes too. Pollution manifests itself 

visually through the particles in the air, which then translate into a discernible 

aesthetics. Some materials seem to be escaping such visibility, like asbestos, but the 

mask itself becomes a way of making visible these realities. In other words, even when 

particles in the air are not substantial enough in their masses to be captured by the 
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naked eye, the organisation of bodies within these environments render their presence 

visible. This particular image renders the slow violence (Nixon 2011) perceivable. The 

mask of the Ebola fighters is emblematic of a similar problem about the invisibility of 

the threat before it becomes contagious, which finds its symbol again on the bodies of 

the people in affected areas through the mask.  

 The mask’s ability to serve as a technique that both engenders and enacts 

material and conceptual differentiations has been key to the issues of inclusion and 

exclusion in the politics of everyday life. These recursions between the material and 

the symbolic inform the study of cultural techniques as developed in the writing of 

theorists such as Macho (2013), Siegert (2012, 2013, 2015) and Vismann (2013). The 

mask both crosses and maintains these boundaries, which entail a liminal site between 

undermining and supporting conditions of life in particular contexts. Through this I 

established a connection between the conceptual framework of the study of cultural 

techniques with the biopolitical writings of not just Esposito (2008, 2011), but also 

Arendt (1990), Agamben (1998, 2010) and Haraway (1991, 2016).  

 The issue of liminality was articulated through the public and private in 

dialogue with the notion of persona in the first chapter of the body. Then I moved on 

to a discussion of contemporary techniques of masking as developed within the arts in 

which what constitutes a face and the division between individuality and dividuality 

becomes pronounced. Chapter 4 engaged, from another angle, the life of the mask in 

political conflict and its circulation. The final two chapters looked at the maintenance 

of life on the most embodied level.  

 Research into the public life of images on bodies needs to go beyond the 

individual agencies of people on which these images may come to reside. As the 

analysis here has shown, the life of images on people is dependent on a spectrum of 

factors, ranging from the material availability of particular masks and the independent 

circulation of these as a symbol to their effects on those very bodies, as in the 

capacities that they bring with them, such as immunisation. This may inform future 

research into the politics of public images and media.  

 In tapping into the plurality of the mask in its life and forms across 

contexts, one of the primary limits of this project is its broad spectrum. 

Particularly Chapters 4, 5 and 6 have wide-ranging outcomes for the study of 

images, media and techniques in their own contexts, and future studies could 
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address these aspects in isolation. Any future study should also take into 

consideration various modes of operation of masks for different political groups. 

In articulating the similarity of their functions through the mask, my discussion 

has not been overtly concerned with the particularities of these groups. The 

reading of specific examples, as present particularly in Chapters 2 and 3, can be 

guiding in such further studies of particular masks. 
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