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In Focus Introduction:
Modes of Visual Production

The concepts of image and infrastructure initially appear to be opposed
to each other. Images in their technological reproduction and circulation
take on a spectral, immaterial quality. Infrastructure, by contrast, is the
“stuff you can kick.”! Images are visible. Infrastructures often operate in
a state of “concealment.”® In John Durham Peters’s words, infrastructures
“sacrifice their own visibility in the act of making something else appear.”
A package appears on your doorstep as if by magic. Behind that illusion, a
globe-encircling chain of container ships, warehouses, highways, delivery
routes, and the people who populate them disappears. An image appears on
your screen, and vast relays of cables and data centers seem to recede. The
infrastructural turn in media studies has brought these once unseen infra-
structures into focus. Today, media studies—a field oriented toward the study
of visual, textual, and sonic material—offers the tools by which we can see
images and infrastructure at once.
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This In Focus dossier, which emerged out of the conversations at a par-
ticularly generative roundtable at SCMS 2022 (held virtually), addresses the
relationship between media infrastructures and visual media.! What, we ask,
do images and infrastructure have to say to each other? Can visual analysis
and infrastructural analysis coexist? Is it possible to analyze an image so as to
reconstruct the infrastructural forces that produced it or that lie outside its
borders? And to what extent do images contribute to infrastructures by sup-
porting or demonstrating systems that are otherwise too vast or abstract to
fully grasp? The contributions to this dossier represent a variety of responses
to these questions, drawing on border studies, environmental media stud-
ies, game studies, the history of computing, labor history, and film history.
Together, these contributions provide a state-of-the-field snapshot of methods
and concepts used to study and parse these interrelations. But before we go
any further, a tentative sketch of this state is in order.

The mainstream of cinema and media studies once centered on the
history and theory of film and television—the identities of these media, their
cultural roles, their histories of production and reception, their political and
psychic effects—as well as the analysis and interpretation of cinematic and
televisual texts. Recently, our field has expanded its scope still further, to the
analysis of logistics, environments, and large-scale technical systems out-
side of those traditionally associated with media production or reception.”
In the past decade, scholars in our field have published groundbreaking
research on undersea cables, data centers, satellites, salt, semiconductor man-
ufacturing, supply chain management, atmospheric control, and ecological
systems.® We see this shift as an apt response to a period of ecological
and politico-economic upheaval, one in which mass movements repeatedly
demand we address the structural—from systemic violence to infrastructural
neglect. In this context, media studies’ turn toward infrastructure reveals
how large-scale technical systems mediate not only data flows but also the
social, the aesthetic, and the geopolitical.

As we broaden our understanding of what constitutes media, our
field productively reconsiders its proper objects and methodological tools.
Cinema and media studies brings a set of unique strengths to the study of
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infrastructure. Historians and theorists of film, television, video games, and
visual culture arrive already prepared to encounter large technical systems
by way of subfields such as industry studies, production studies, and platform
studies.

One of the most fundamental tools of our field is that of close textual
and/or visual analysis. But within large technical systems, it can be difficult
to even locate individual media objects to analyze. To borrow a phrase from
Tung-Hui Hu, studying media infrastructure can at times feel “a little like
asking what a film is about, and looking into the most direct source of the
image—the projector beam—to find out.”” Perhaps one reason infrastruc-
tural thinking has found such a fruitful home in cinema and media studies
is that our objects have always demanded this sort of double vision, a gaze
that moves back and forth between the cinematic image and its originat-
ing machinery. In expanding our purview to other kinds of infrastructure,
we encounter new challenges: apparatus that do not produce images and
images whose material conditions of production are entirely obscure. While
the ideal vantage point would allow us to see both a technical structure and
the images it sustains, security protocols often force scholars to adopt an
“outside-in” approach to media infrastructure, such as analyzing a National
Security Agency (NSA) data center’s water usage as a proxy for its size when
one is forbidden from peering into its servers.® Digital storage and transmis-
sion necessarily obscure media’s content. To discover the material conditions
governing a specific data center or electronics factory is hard enough; to
explain how these material conditions impact the visual appearance of the
images our servers and screens transmit and instantiate is still more diffi-
cult. Indeed, the ideologies of digital media may insist that such variances
make no difference, that the magic of binary code enables virtually noiseless
transmission.’

Ranging from considerations of images as infrastructures (Ruiz and
Woods) to infrastructures of images (Dhaliwal and Malazita) and reflections
on infrastructures of image dissemination (Ahern and Stine), the six contri-
butions to this dossier provide some possible directions for reckoning with
these vital methodological questions.

Derek Woods and Diana Flores Ruiz examine something vital to the fabric
of our disciplinary knowledge: the promise that images offer a persuasive, if not
indexical, truth."” The conventional rhetoric of visibility insists that adequate
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and accurate representation can change hearts and minds. We might harbor
hope that accurate representations (of devastating climatic conditions or
racializing border regimes) will yield an ideological or material transfor-
mation. Woods and Ruiz explore the failure of such evidentiary images to
generate conclusive knowledge or political action. Through the concept of
“infrastructural integrity,” Ruiz reveals how photographic evidence of the
physical abuse of migrants by guards at the US-Mexico border did not inspire
justice-seeking intervention, but rather served to bolster the popular sense
that the border is secure, whatever the human cost of that security may be.
Woods offers an account of the “model image” of the global climate that
fails to solicit meaningful political action but displays the power of globe-
encircling sensing apparatus, large-scale computation, and visualization soft-
ware. In both cases, the failure of these images to offer certainty or provoke
political action evokes recent failures of representative politics to transform
or fix violent and dangerous infrastructures infrastructures.

Brian Larkin has argued infrastructure has a “poetics” and a “political
address.”"! Just as the poetic serves, in structural linguistics, as a demon-
stration of language itself, infrastructural projects often exceed their stated
purpose and serve to express the state, industrial, or institutional powers that
built them. For Ruiz and Woods, images let us envision and imagine infra-
structures; they are part of what Lisa Parks calls the “infrastructural imagi-
nary.”'? Indeed, images are themselves infrastructural in that they enforce the
beliefs and practices that keep infrastructure working.

James Malazita and Ranjodh Singh Dhaliwal describe the technical
infrastructure of contemporary digital images by combining economic and
technical analysis. Digital images are traditionally understood as products
of both hardware and software: hardware consisting of graphics processing
units determines the speed, power, and resolution of a graphics system, while
software specifics determine what kinds of virtual objects are created and
how they are manipulated.'” Dhaliwal and Malazita show how this hardware/
software divide was generated and maintained and how it is currently being
restructured and even erased for the sake of profit. Using Epic Games’s
new rendering system as a case study, Malazita distinguishes the traditional
graphics system, which renders images by calculating the positions of virtual
objects in space, from a new form of topological rendering and just-in-time
calculation. He argues that these so-called technological advances sup-
port the proprietary development of games for exclusionary, profit-making
platforms. Dhaliwal explains how the evolution of custom chipsets that
integrate hardware and software functions furthers the vertical integration
and monopolization of the tech industry. In his case study, Google mobilizes
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media historical discourse on the camera’s racism to portray its innovations
as technical solutions to aesthetic problems.

In both cases, the entanglement of hardware and software means that
to buy into one company’s software is also to buy into its hardware, and vice
versa. Technical integration, in computing terms, becomes synonymous
with vertical integration, in industrial-financial terms. In this sense, the
production and circulation of digital images recall the vertical integration
of the Hollywood film studios. The integration of production studios and
film exhibition circuits was eventually reversed through the legal decision to
force theaters to divest of their chains.'" This was only possible because the
production and projection of film prints is a two-stage process. The standard-
ization of 3bmm sprocket size and dimensions early in Hollywood’s classical
era ensured that movies and their display equipment were, for the most part,
cross-compatible.”” The current integration of software and hardware—of
game and platform—cannot be similarly addressed by established legal and
social frameworks because it integrates previously separate functions in a way
that makes them physically indivisible."® These political and economic infra-
structural maneuvers accelerate the concentration of capital and information
flow, and they have a clear impact on how games and photographs look today.

Accordingly, Mal Ahern and Kyle Stine return to the proverbial scene
of the crime by arguing that the study of film history s in fact the study
of large-scale infrastructure. From its very beginning, Stine argues, film
history has engaged questions of distribution, corporate organization, and
government-capital relations. The field has also long prioritized questions
of the human-machine and social-machine interface that currently drive
much of the most advanced research in infrastructure studies. Media studies’
infrastructural turn, Stine concludes, should be understood as a refurn rather
than an entirely new methodological formation. Arguing that the mass
production of images is a part of media infrastructure, Ahern tells the story
of a 1940s strike in Hollywood film laboratories, where the technicians who
developed and processed motion picture film controlled a crucial choke-
point in film’s distribution apparatus. The subsequent decades saw multiple
efforts across media industries—laboratories, printing, motion picture
projection, and broadcasting—to automate the mass production of images
and sounds. What emerges is an alternative genealogy of digital convergence,
one where technological progress and infrastructural efficiency are simply
other names for the deskilling and automation of image-reproduction labor
for the sake of corporate control. Both Ahern and Stine look into the past to
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describe how questions of images and infrastructures predate digital media
(and digital media studies) and how the study of film history should directly
inform our understanding of digital media infrastructure. So much of what
made cinema visible took place not in the familiar spheres of production and
reception but in those infrastructures that connected them.

Looking closely at photographic, cinematic, televisual, and digital
images inspires research into the changing social and technical conditions
that make those images possible. The parenthetical play in this dossier’s title
reflects its contributors’ shared commitment to consider at once the infra,
the technologies and labor practices that are media’s connective tissue, and
the structural, the political, economic, and social conditions of production.
The editors of this dossier, in their respective contributions to it, imagine the
infrastructure-image relationship as part of the base-superstructure relations
described by Marxist theory. Visual phenomena, such as changes in screen
resolution or graphics rendering, can be traced to technical and infrastruc-
tural changes, which in turn can only be explained through rich descriptions
of economic and political power. The same can be said of changes in patterns
of image circulation, reception, and interpretation. We therefore suggest that
the attempt to think of images and infrastructures together is an attempt to
grasp media’s political economy as a totality. All the contributions to this dos-
sier make clear that infrastructural shifts are inextricably linked to both the
appearance of images themselves and questions of political and economic
power. For media studies, understanding these links grows ever more difficult
and ever more necessary.
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