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PEER-REVIEWED ARTICLE

IMAGE SPAM ERRORS 
IN THE AGE OF 
HYPERCONNECTION 

1. Introduction
Image spam is “one of the many dark matters of the digital 

world”1 and for this reason the following pages endeavor to 
articulate an account of its errors. Image spam may have a 
lot to tell us about contemporary culture and it may likewise 
reveal the issues underlying the resources used to power this 
dark matter that permeates the digital world.

Image spam is a symptom of contemporary hyperconnected 
society; it is the image most predominantly found in physical-
digital environments, although it goes by mostly unnoticed 
because it is not intrinsically prone to visibility. In these pages 
I will nonetheless attempt to bring into view the mode of 
existence of image spam by taking note of its errors.

Although image spam could be said to dwell in a digital world 
that is almost impossible to represent, I will here examine 
individual cases in which they have been denied, excluded, 
degraded, and catalogued as trash. In that sense, my aim will 
be to analyze the unfolding of human history in light of its 
discarded waste.

Garbage is the ideal material through which to discuss a 
history that has been forgotten, deleted, or privatized, because 
this material has itself been subjected to a kind of violence. 
Garbage is in itself a degraded and excluded material, but it is 
also an archaeological record that, although seemingly removed 
from hegemonic history, has left behind traces and errors.

2. Methodology
In this essay, I draw links between the work of theoreticians 

of the contemporary digital image and projects that aim to 
anchor theoretical thought through strategies of artistic 
creation in order to convey the social context that permeates 
the environment of image spam understood as a form of 
physical-digital waste.

I will thus deal with specific cases that instantiate the errors 
of image spam, the first of which is the concealment and 
erasure of images from the hegemonic history of humanity 
that results in a variety of marginalized images, which I define 
as image spam.
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I also analyze the processes by which image spam is 
constructed by attending to the materials and processes that 
make up the physical work that underlies internet connectivity. 
As these examples show, image spam has both a physical and a 
digital status; although it functions predominantly within digital 
environments, there is also a critical organism implicit in the 
infrastructures of internet connectivity which have constructed 
errors in order to sustain a culture of hyperconnection.

3. Towards the Matter of Image 
Spam

“Over thirty years ago, on May 3, 1978, 392 members of 
Arpanet, the first version of the Internet, received the same 
email message from an unknown individual advertising a new 
computer: spam had been born.”2 The email in question was 
a mass message with entirely commercial aims soliciting the 
addressee by offering unrequested information; the unknown 
individual who sent it was breaking the platform’s security 
codes with the hope of increasing the sales of the company for 
which he worked. “That unknown individual was Gary Thuerk, 
an American employee of the marketing department of the 
computer manufacturer DECsystem, no longer in existence. 
Thuerk had the visionary idea of sending an ad to all of 
Arpanet’s members in the Western Coast of the United States.”3

This was an early indication of the process by which “the 
world is assumed to be essentially advertisement,”4 and in 
that sense the future of spam messaging was already patent. 
Although in its initial configuration spam messages were 
text-based, we now see that images can display the same 
characteristics as a leaked advertising message, and for 
this reason I propose to understand certain images as spam 
messages, that is to say, as unwanted or trash images.

The term “spam” derives from the name of a food product, 
SPAM: Hormel’s Spiced Ham,5 a canned snack “made of spiced 
pork meat and originally produced in response to an increasing 
demand for ready-to-serve food.”6 SPAM was consumed by 
American and British troops during the Second World War and 
later became very popular among civilians as an affordable 
product. With time, however, the meaning of the word changed. 
In a sketch from the television series Monty Python’s Flying 
Circus that aired in 1970 a group of vikings was seen dining in a 
neighborhood pub along with some locals; when some patrons 
asked the owner what there was to eat she replied “spam.”

At this time SPAM had come to be perceived as an 
undesirable food whose “dubious composition has earned 
it many nicknames” including “‘Something Posing As Meat,’ 
‘Stuff, Pork, and Ham,’ and ‘Spare Parts Animal Meat.’”7 This 
led the Monty Pythons to choose this food over any other for 
the sketch, because “it presents an uncanny mix between the 

natural and the synthetic [...]. It is modest and cheap, made of 
bits and pieces, which may be somewhat recycled [...].”8

In the first part of her spam trilogy, “Digital Waste,” Hito 
Steyerl observes that the Monty Python sketch is the source 
of the contemporary use of the term “spam” to refer to mass 
and unwanted electronic communication, and remarks that 
the inordinately repetitive use of the term in the sketch was 
later amplified in the context of emerging online practices (it 
is worth noting that in that essay’s section on the “history of 
spam” Steyerl does not mention the Arpanet episode).9 

Steyerl then develops an argument that allows her to expand 
the contemporary understanding of spam by examining 
specific events, including the growing use of the practice of 
sending senseless emails to specific groups of customers who 
were seeking to become part of a community during the 1980s.

The critical meaning of these facts can be discerned if 
we regard them as the point of inception of contemporary 
problems linked to the proliferation of spam: its errors. Steyerl 
thus outlines a contemporary hierarchy of images, a “class 
society of images,” that separates high resolution images 
from poor images, including image spam.

Within this hierarchy based on levels of sharpness and 
resolution, certain images are regarded as having greater 
significance and as exclusive luxury items. On the other side, 
there are images like those found in Andy Warhol’s early 
film works, which challenged the established parameters 
of commercial features screened in exclusive locations like 
movie theaters and filmed using large format cameras and 
carefully constructed sets. These are the products of large 
studios relying on special effects that can only endure within 
the structure created by the film industry.

Exclusive and luxury images depend on privatization, since 
an image must be concealed in order to retain its hierarchical 
status within that “class society of images” and position itself 
as historically significant. 

When we speak of concealment here, then, it is specifically 
in terms of what lies hidden behind those private images. A 
statement from Milan Kundera’s novel Immortality quoted 
by Juan Martín Prada summarizes the complexity of this 
seemingly basic question: “a person can hide behind their 
image, they can disappear forever behind their image, they 
can become completely separated from their image: a person 
is never their image.”10 

This means that, although we perceive a surface effect, 
by showing an image of oneself one can also be concealing 
a part of oneself. The invasion by images that we seem to 
experience does not entail an absence of concealment. The 
fact that there is image spam all around us does not mean 
that these images are not hiding things. It is then worth asking: 
what is image spam, what lies behind it, and what are its errors?
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The case of the leaked Arpanet emails is already a 
good example of the connection between image spam 
and advertising in the usual sense. Image spam is used 
to “advertise pharmaceuticals, replica items, body 
enhancements, penny stocks, and degrees. According to 
the pictures dispersed by image spam, humanity consists of 
scantily dressed degree holders with jolly smiles enhanced 
by orthodontic braces.”11 

According to this definition, image spam works through 
stereotyped images that rely on the use of advertising and 
all manner of editing software and filters on digital platforms 
to consolidate an image of the human being as ever closer 
to perfection, and to simultaneously produce a layer of 
concealment of that being who is subjected to relentless 
transformation and editing. Image spam intends to show 
“improvable” people, “potentially ‘flawless;’” it “might tell us a 
lot about ‘ideal’ humans, but not by showing actual humans.”12 

The potentially-enhanced spam subject is thus detached 
from their authentic image through the construction of 
an archive of stereotypes that are addressed to them by 
everyday advertising—which “forms the bulk of digital 
writing”13—because digital environments constantly promote 
the circulation of stereotype-images that produce the 
disappearance of what lies behind them. 

Image spam thus stands in place of something that 
has disappeared, not only due to the invasion of internet 
advertising addressed to the spam subject, but also through 
the theft of their identity and by their deprivation of the 
possibility of being a part of human history. The theft and 
exclusion of historical discourses can thus be counted among 
the errors of image spam, since most historical archives that 
should be part of the public domain are not.

A case in point is the concealment of a great part of the history 
of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries in an “image bunker” 
built 220 feet below ground to hold the 17 million photographs 
from the Bettmann photo archive in New York  acquired by Bill 
Gates in 1995. Gates also acquired “two large collections [...] 
from the UPI image agency comprising up to 65 million items, 
including photographs of Albert Einstein, John F. Kennedy, Orson 
Welles, and many other important historical personalities. Corbis 
also acquired reproduction rights from major museums like the 
National Gallery in London, the Hermitage in Saint Petersburg, 
and Philadelphia’s Museum of Art.”14

Why conceal them? “The archive bunker—according to 
Gates—protects delicate visual documents against potential 
natural and military catastrophes, in addition to delaying 
the inevitable process of chemical self-destruction of the 
photographic images.”15 

The decision to place a collective memory out of reach 
raises many questions given the significance of these images 

to human history. We do not know exactly which images from 
the Bettmann archive may be used to represent humanity 
after a catastrophe, since the public has no access to most 
of its content.16 The greatest source of worry is that Gates 
has thus secured a monopoly over an essential part of the 
visual memory of the twentieth century. According to Peter 
Krieger, regardless of his good intentions Gates is in fact 
compromising the public’s freedom of access to a collection 
of images that can be used in academic research and for 
advertising purposes, and his policy of privatization has more 
negative than positive implications. It is impossible to know 
which human histories these images will tell, and an error is 
thus produced: the loss of first-hand historical witnesses.

4. An Overabundance of Image 
Errors

What actually happens when a glitch occurs is 
unknown, I stare at the glitch as a void of knowledge; 
a strange dimension where the laws of technology 
are suddenly very different from what I expected and 
know.

Rosa Menkman, “Glitch Studies Manifesto.”

Thus far I have mapped out a few brief case studies of image 
spam errors. In the case of the image bunker, the error lies 
in the fact that the privatization of a part of human history 
produces subjects deprived of a context. The result is a spam 
subject that cannot function as a historical witness. At this 
point, however, we must take note of a notion to which the 
Dutch theorist Rosa Menkman has devoted a great deal of 
research in recent years: the glitch, a term that designates 
errors in the constant flow of information in the age of 
hyperconnection.

Menkman defines the glitch as “an unexpected occurrence, 
unintended result, or break or disruption in a system”17 and 
as the “most puzzling [...] noise artifact” that “reveals itself to 
perception as accident.”18 Indeed, errors come about when an 
excess of images leads to a loss of control and an accident. 
Although there are of course fortuitous accidents, in the case of 
image spam we are often dealing with premeditated accidents.

As Paul Virilio pointed out, the accident is immanent to 
every technological stage, so that “[t]o invent the sailing ship 
or steamer is also to invent the shipwreck,” and “[t]o get what 
is heavier than air to take off in the form of an aeroplane or 
dirigible is to invent the crash, the air disaster.”19 In that sense, 
we might say that to invent hegemonic history is to invent 
exclusion; in other words: if the accident is a trash subject then 
the latter is immanent to contemporary culture.
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An artwork that brings into view the institutional exclusion 
of important moments that should be part of history is the 
installation El lamento de las imágenes by the artist Alfredo 
Jaar, exhibited at the 2002 edition of Documenta in Kassel. 
The work displays a document that describes how the U.S. 
Department of Defense signed a contract with the private 
company Space Imaging moments before launching an 
airstrike against Afghanistan in 2001. The purpose of the 
contract was to purchase images captured by the Ikonos 
satellite and to acquire exclusive rights over all available 
satellite images of Afghanistan and its neighboring countries.20 
“The agreement also produced a real erasure of the operation 
by preventing Western media from seeing the results of the 
bombing and eliminating any possibility of verification or 
independent refutation of the official version.”21

In this case, the U.S. Department of Defense produced a 
two-fold accident: the first and most obvious one is the armed 
conflict in Afghanistan, with all of the disasters that come 
with such a confrontation; the second is the effective erasure 
of this particular operation. This second accident amounts to 
an elimination of relevant events that are suppressed from 
history by going unrecorded. There are thus no images or 
historical documents that could provide an account of the 
atrocities that were experienced there.

In turn, the act of erasing or deleting the experiences of 
human beings who were involved in that war causes yet 
another two-fold accident or error: the first is the erasure of 
human beings who are degraded to the condition of trash or 
waste; the second is the erasure of that part of the operation 
in order to prevent anyone from gaining access to information, 
by which the victims are deprived of the possibility exerting 
their key role as witnesses. For this reason, the errors of spam 
subjects appear as a decontextualization and are visually 
represented as a negative.

In spite of this example, one might think that such efforts to 
conceal and eliminate certain images are no longer altogether 
successful, since the machine that allows us to see everything 
that circulates through social networks and news sources is 
intended to overload us with images.22 As Jacques Rancière 
claims: “There are too many images, it is rumored [...]. Too 
many images of massacres, of bleeding flesh, of amputated 
children, bodies piled up in mass graves.”23 It may be true that 
there are enough images and we should not be concerned 
about having more, since this daily dose of images of horror 
affords us a degree of satisfaction (perhaps because they help 
us to develop an immunity to horror).

We should not overlook the fact that governments 
manage their own image by likewise hiding images from 
the net, and that there are “many governments that require 
the filtering of certain search terms in their territories”24 
for the sake of political interests, as Martín Prada claims, 
adding that this is “probably [...] the most clear proof that 

the Internet is far from being an authentically transnational 
space, and that it is never removed from the conflicts 
determined by political boundaries.”25

It is therefore not true that “those who dominate the world 
deceive us and blind us by showing us too many images. Their 
power is exercised above all by discarding them,”26 and both 
Bill Gates and the U.S. Department of Defense have deployed 
their power to discard information and to thus eliminate 
historical witnesses.

It is also important to consider the role played by 
memory libraries like Wikipedia in a context in which 
“voids of knowledge,” as Menkman describes them, can 
be produced by those who have the power to privatize 
and create permanent erasures of information. Wikipedia 
allows us to accurately find a great quantity of synthesized 
information, but as Rancière notes any such quantity 
remains insufficient inasmuch as it is not grounded on in-
depth research; moreover, these platforms make no effort 
to uncover what is privatized, but are content to present 
a host of information in the form of a “quick view” of 
synthesized historical facts.

On the contrary, a platform that does make it a point to 
find those errors or gaps in knowledge is the international 
non-profit organization WikiLeaks, which can be understood 
as a critical response to Wikipedia by virtue of its efforts to 
visibilize, investigate, and leak classified documents that 
are not in the public domain. Indeed, the main objective of 
WikiLeaks is to bring classified documents into public view, 
and the files that they are able to find allow us to reclaim 
the position of historical witnesses, while institutions and 
power players have only sought to remove witnesses from 
the picture.

Here we may quote an argument by the Israeli historian and 
theorist Ariella Azoulay, who describes plunder as a way of 
abusing the historical archive:

The first form of abuse is to keep the photographs for 
yourself. This is plunder. Another form of abuse is to 
establish the belief that the images do not exist, or to 
establish the opposite belief, that they do exist, and 
then to say: “but we are not going to let you see them.” 
Or else to establish the belief that the archive is about 
the past, when archives are really about the present, 
always.27

According to Azoulay, if we simply wait to be granted 
access to documents, we bestow upon those who have a 
monopoly over human history the power to manipulate 
information. It is even the case that archives about the past 
and the present history of individual citizens are used by 
tech companies who now have the power to do so and to 
control the data travelling through the cloud.
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5. The Cloud’s Digital Half-Light
As the journalist Inaki Gabilondo stated in an episode of 

his interview show Cuando ya no esté: El mundo dentro de 25 
años, we “need a new vocabulary” to talk about connectivity. 
In that show, which has been on the air since 2006, Gabilondo 
interviews major national and international figures to discuss 
their understanding of what the world will be like in two or 
three decades. In the second season (2007) Gabilondo had a 
conversation with Parag Khanna, geostrategic advisor to the 
United States Armed Forces and leader of the World Economic 
Forum.28 In their conversation they raised questions that lead 
us to rethink the world through a new terminological map that 
transcends political cartography and promotes a dialogue 
about connectivity understood as a new model for tracking 
changes in the nature of societies due to their interactions in 
different environments. Here Gabilondo argues for a new set 
of terms that we could use to create a broader understanding 
grounded on the political but reaching further.

During the interview Khanna defines connectivity and 
introduces the premise of a “connectography” based on a 
new worldwide organization of networks of connected cities. 
Khanna then outines three models of connectivity. The 
first model is that of a country that aims for cities to create 
greater economic value in order to drive the country forward. 
The second is the international model of connectivity, where 
several countries share their resources and thus go beyond 
the political map that has prevailed since the nineteenth 
century. The third is internet connectivity.

As Khanna explains, connectivity entails a supply chain 
infrastructure that traverses oceans and mountains (oil, 
gas, and transportation networks), but there is also another 
side: a monster that struggles against such connectivity 
and has been doing so for centuries, an infrastructure that 
has been built under exploitation and that has left a colonial 
legacy of borderlines, nationalisms, corrupt governments, 
and unemployment. That infrastructure is not different 
from the current one, which in fact perpetuates procedures 
inherited from the colonial legacy, with the sole difference 
that exploitation and slavery are now carried out at a massive 
scale. The infrastructures that power internet connectivity are 
based on a chain of processes that exploit natural resources 
and humans, from supplies onwards.

An art project by Kate Crawford and Vladan Joler reveals the 
workings of the infrastructure that underlies the creation of 
an Amazon Echo unit; titled Anatomy of an AI System (2018), 
the work is a diagram representing in scale the magnitudes 
of resources that go into one of these artificial intelligence 
devices (Fig. 1).

This map is not simply an illustration, but rather an image 
that depicts the entire chain of natural resources in relation 

to the expansion of big tech infrastructures and the social 
disparities that they have generated. The diagram shows the 
workflows that connect the mines from which minerals are 
extracted, manufacturing processes, hardware assembly 
lines in Chinese factories, and the informal laborers who clean 
up toxic waste dumpsites.

Crawford and Joler’s work directs our attention to the 
genealogies of digital material discussed by theorists like Jussi 
Parikka, who has argued for an ecology of media. According 
to Parikka, our use of minerals to consume media content 
is determined by a specific set of policies, since “a range of 
European mining companies have had their own dubious part 
to play, including funding the war efforts in order to secure the 
extraction of the mineral.”29

The war over resources mentioned by Parikka plays 
out over an infrastructure of new forms of slavery that, as 
Sergio Martínez has argued, make up the most significant 
form of contemporary “neocolonial” oppresion.30 According 
to Martínez, hyperconnection entails a dubious dichotomy, 
since when we find ourselves in the virtual sphere we are in 
no way compelled to inquire into the physical materials that 
give life to the digital image. Nonetheless, in the material 
realm of the digital, a segment of the population is the victim 
of forced disappearance and mass murder as the result of 
a struggle for control over raw materials in the “era of the 
digital revolution.”31

There is thus no way to argue that connectivity is a 
source of unity and benefits from a geographical point 
of view. The work Farm (2015) by the Dutch artist John 
Gerrard presents spectators with a twin simulation of a 
server farm in Oklahoma in order to visibilize the enormous 
amounts of energy consumed by these sites where data is 
physically stored.

Bearing in mind that 97% of the information that circulates 
on the Internet travels through submarine cables that cross 
the oceans and connect with these server farms,32 the data 
stored in the latter can be regarded as structuring physical-
digital pathways that include cloud communities. 

Cloud communities are internet-based and difficult to 
map, since they arise out of data that shuttles across the 
globe at the speed of light.33 These communities are creating 
new identities that cannot be drawn: although we can trace 
a map of the submarine cables, the latter only determine 
localized connections that cannot be used to track cloud 
communities (Fig. 2).

The work Personal Photographs by Eva and Franco Mattes 
(2012) examines this thin boundary between the physical and 
the digital by showing how a user who is connected to the cloud 
will fail to perceive the entire framework that allows them to 
access digital images through their connected devices (Fig. 3). 
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In the installation spectators encounter a weave of cables that 
allow the images to travel through a space that condenses the 
physical matter of web environments.34

In fact, the so-called “cloud or cloud computing, with its 
nearly-celestial dimension or designation, beyond the server 
farms that are scattered all over the planet’s surface, names 
an unquantifiable amount of knowledge that might seem 
to be placed under divine omnipotence and to be capable of 
informing and directing the course of the world in the best 
possible way.”35

Participation in new contemporary forms of viewing 
images in a space that feels ethereal—as the word “cloud” 
suggests—allows for ways of handling and processing data 
that have led to the spread of image spam with its capacity 
for unpredictable motion. 

For this reason, the cloud has become an ideal location for 
image spam. Now, its existence within a machine that allows 
us to see images of all sorts does not mean that image spam 
does not also inhabit the physical locations from which raw 
materials are extracted. In fact, the digital waste discussed 
by Steyerl encompasses all of the trash that is left behind by 
the supply chain required to create the virtual world, and these 

include the relationships between the humans who work 

extracting the material, the toxic waste that is produced, and 

the people who clean these dumpsites.

Remarkably, if we follow the whole length of the chain 

that begins with the physical labor of mineral extraction we 

can state that “the Internet has become the great electronic 

memory of the world” and “the biggest image archive ever 

created,”36 and it is there that 80% of image spam is found. 

It is thus problematic to understand this electronic memory 

through a comparison with the rigorous method of a traditional 

archive, since the unique temporality of image spam always 

situates it in the present: “when we share photographs in 

social networks we are committing to the now, to our present 

situation” which is “different from the customary uses of 

analog photography condemned to function as evidence of the 

fleetingness of time.”37 

Daniel Rubinstein and Katrina Sluis argue along similar 

lines in their discussion of the Twitter platform and its 

inability to archive the content that is published in it, since 

“the real experience of using Twitter is one of continuous flow 

in which you can never go back and revisit something that 

was already spoken.”38

Amazon Inc. Infrastructure

Internet infrastructure

Domestic infrastructure

Network engineers 
Network technicians

Setup
Maintenance
Management Devices 

Tools
Cables
Buildings
Ships

Mostly immaterial Labour

Voice command

AVS: Intent 
Text to Action

Skils
Native

Right to repair
Open schematics
Diagnostic tools
Planned obsolescence
Proprietary software
Privacy
Digital Security

Input Output

Neural Network

Knowledge and Experience

Reception of results

Internet Platforms & Services
Servers and Infrastructure

Time 
Knowledge
Experience

(eg. Bing, Wikipedia, Weather.com ..)

U
pd

at
es

Internet
Infrastructure

Elements

Mines

Smelters Ore

Metal

Geological process

Smelters & Refiners

Trader

Component 
manufacturers

Labour Resource

Component

Assemblers 

Product

Distributors

Resource

Ore

X
00

Occupations

Submarine cable
1

3

5

7

2

46

8

(1) Polyethylene, 
(2) Mylar tape, 
(3) Stranded steel wires, 
(4) Aluminium water barrier, 
(5) Polycarbonate, 
(6) Copper or aluminium 
tube, 
(7) Petroleum jelly
(8) Optical fibres

900.000 Km

Aprox.

300
Submarine 

communication cables 

Aprox.

Total lenght

Optical fiber

10

9 11(9) Polymer of Metal 
Coating
(10) Pure Fused Silica 
Cladding
(11) Germanium Doped 
Silica Core

Coatings :
Acrylate
Polyimide
Aluminum
Gold

Internet Service Provider (ISP) Submarine Cable Infrastructure

NVIDIA GRID K520 GPU

80
GPUs

640
vCPUs

8 x Intel Xeon E5-2670

x80
g2.2xlarge 

Each of 80 nodes communicate updates to the model to all other nodes every second

12

3

4

5

6

(1) Texas Instruments DM3725 Digital Media Processor
(2) Micron MT46H64M32LFBQ 256 MB (16 Meg x 32 x 4 Banks) LPDDR SDRAM
(3) Samsung KLM4G1FEPD 4GB High Performance eMMC NAND Flash Memory

(4) Qualcomm Atheros QCA6234 Integrated Dual-Band 2x2 802.11n + Bluetooth 4.0 SiP
(5) Texas Instruments TPS65910A1 Integrated Power Management IC

(6) Texas Instruments DAC

(1) National Semiconductor LP55231 Programmable 9-Output LED Driver (x4)
(2) Texas Instruments TLV320ADC3101 92dB SNR Low-Power Stereo ADC (x4)
(3) Texas Instruments SN74LVC74A Dual Positive-Edge-Triggered D-Type Flip-Flops

3

1 1

1 1

2 2

22

Amazon Echo Dot

Unpaid immaterial labour
Object of analysis and targeting
Unpaid trainer of AIs
Free care and maintainance
Creating new content for training datasets

Visible Infrastructure

Invisible Infrastructure

Internet  Exchange Points (IXP)

Internet  Router Internet Swich  

wordword

+20000
Hours of tagged content 

Alexa Voice Service

Public

Skils
3rd Party

AVS: Text to Speech

AVS: Speech to Text

AWS

Amazon Data Center

Alexa Voice Service performs speech to text and text to speech, 
Natural language processing ( NLP ) and other functions. 

Collection if self-service APIs, tools, 
documentation and code used for 
making of 3rd party Alexa Skills

AVS

Alexa Skill Kit

ASK

Households

Street Collectors

E Waste Traders

Companies

Formal Collection

Public Bodies

Auctions

Formal Recycling Enterprises

E Waste Traders

Collecting

Recovering

2nd Hand Resellers

Informal sector Formal sector

Disposing

Plastic 
Recycling

Smelters 
and Refiners

Landfill or
Incineration

Dismantlers
Remanufacturers

Components traders
Device separators

Manual recycling shops
Leaching facilities

Sec. material traders

Assembly
 line workers

Components

Product

Product

Distributor

Optical submarine cable repeater

element

00.000

Waste

Waste

Waste

Accidents

Cave-ins
Flood
Gas explosions
Chemical leakage
Electrocution
Fires

Low-level radiation
Airborne metal and silica particles
Contact with corrosive chemicals
Dangerous gases, vapors, fumes and dusts
Heavy lifting, high-force pushing or pulling, 
Repetitive motion during use of hand tools
Contact with molten metal
Hot working conditions
Slips, trips and falls
Moving parts on machinery and equipment 
that can cut, crush, impale, or strike 
individuals
Noise and vibration due to machinery and 
equipment

Working Erosion
Formation of sinkholes
Loss of biodiversity
Devastation of surrounding vegetation
Contamination of soil
Acid rock drainage 
Contamination of ground and surface water 
High concentrations of arsenic, sulfuric acid, and mercury
Affecting health of the local population
Noise dust and visual pollution
Deforestation

Environmental 

D
ee

p 
Ti

m
e

Fre
e

Owner

$

Owner

$

$

Owner

$

Transportation

Cargo ships
Trucks
Trains
Cargo containers

Transportation

Sailors / Drivers

Tr
an

sp
or

ta
tio

n

Tr
an

sp
or

ta
tio

n

Tr
an

sp
or

ta
tio

n

Tr
an

sp
or

ta
tio

n

Owner

Owner

GPU

Processors

Servers

Routers

Home Wifi Routers

Amazon Echo Dot

WiFi Router

Cables

Repeaters

Profit

Miners

Privacy
Surveillance
Data Retention
Security
Network Neutrality
Energy Consumption
Internet Governance
Sharks

AI ‘black box’
Bias in language models
Unverified and unaudited

AI Black Box
Bias

Energy Consumption

User voice recordings

Content Platforms & Services

Training datasets

Quantification of nature

16200

16000

15800

15600

15400

15200

15000

14800

14600

14400

14200

14000

13800

13600

13400

13200

13000

12800

12600

12400

12200

12000

11800

11600

11400

11200

11000

10800

10600

10400

10200

10000

9800

9600

9400

9200

9000

8800

8600

8400

8200

8000

7800

7600

7400

7200

7000

6800

6600

6400

6200

6000

5800

5600

5400

5200

5000

4800

4600

4400

4200

4000

3800

3600

3400

3200

3000

2800

2600

2400

2200

2000

1800

1600

1400

1200

1000

800

600

400

200

0
E-Waste and Landfil Worker (India)
Underground Miner (Congo)

FB Content moderation for TaskUs (Philippines)
Call center agents (Philippines)

Unpaid User Labour (Int)

Software developer at Fortech (Romania)

Senior Software Engineer at SoftServe (Ukraine)

Software Engineer at InfoSys (India)

Cargo vessel Cadet (Int)

Cargo vessel Messman (Int)

Repair Services (China)

Mining Industry Avr. (China)
Manufacturing Industry Avr. (China)

Software and IT Industry Avr. (China)

Amazon Warehouse Worker (US)

Foxconn Assembly line Worker (China)

Underground Miner (China)

Assembly Line Worker (US)

Intel Service Technician (US)

Component Manufacturer (US)
Garbage collector (US)

Cargo vessel 3rd Engineer (Int)

Amazon Data Center Technician (US)

Intel Manufacturing Technician (US)
AT&T Network Technician (US)

AT&T Cable Technician (US)

Amazon Delivery Driver (US)

Component Design Engineer at Intel (US)

Cargo vessel 2nd Engineer (Int)

Cargo vessel Ch. Officer (Int)

Mining and Geological Engineers (US)

Landfill workers (US)

Intel Manufacturing Supervisor (US)

Underground Miner (US)

Underground miner (Canada)

Intel Cloud Engineer (US)

Sales Managers (US)

Senior Data Scientist (US)

Semiconductor Processors (US)

Machine Learning Engineer (US)

Geoscientists (US)

Chief Executives (US)

Management Occupations (US)

Driver/Sales Workers and Truck Drivers (US)
Tank Car, Truck, and Ship Loaders (US)

Hazardous Materials Removal Workers (US)

Mining Machine Operators (US)

Radio and Telecommunications Equipment Installers and Repairers (US)
Explosives Workers, Ordnance Handling Experts, and Blasters (US)

Rail Transportation Workers (US)

Web Developers (US)

Network and Computer Systems Administrators (US)

Database Administrators (US)

Computer Systems Analysts (US)

Air Transportation Workers (US)

Information Security Analysts (US)

Data Scientist (US) 

Computer Hardware Engineers (US)

Software Developers, Applications (US)
Computer Network Architects (US)

Software Developers, Systems Software (US)

Transportation, Storage, and Distribution Managers (US)

Aproximate average
salary per month in USDUS Dollars

Income distribution

Anatomy of an AI system

AI Training
Closed

Earth

Hard labour
Forced labour
Child labour
Low paid labour
Conflict minerals
Environmental and working hazards

Hazards!

Health risks

Dust
Radon
Welding fumes
Mercury
Noise
Heavy loads

Working 

Large proportion of the harmful waste products
toxic waste disposal

Environmental 

After refining one ton of rare earth elements, 
approximately 75 cubic meters of acidic waste 
water and about one ton of radioactive waste 
residue are produced. 

Refining rare earth elements

!

Use of toxic materials such as arsine, phos-
phine and others potentially expose workers 
to health hazards which include cancer, 
miscarriages and birth defects.

Irritation of skin and respiratory organs

Neurotoxins

Low-frequency electronic magnetic and 
radiofrequency radiation

Ergonomic hazards : body positions, repetitive 
work, shift work, and job stress

Working 

Use of hazardous chemicals including 
hydrochloric acid, toxic metals and gases, 
and volatile solvents.

Groundwater pollution
Air pollution 
Toxic waste

Environmental 

Acidic and Radioactive waste
Health and environmental hazards

Toxic waste
Health hazards

Low paid labour
Illegal working hours, 
Unfair compensation for unscheduled overtime
Health and Safety issues
Internship system exploitation
Migrant workers rights
Working conditions
Crowded dorms for workers
Workers health care programs Air and water pollution

Toxic waste
Health hazards

Hazardous working conditions
Explosions
Hazardous chemical exposure 
Exposure to dust and toxic substances 
Inconsistent health and safety policies, procedures and practices
Major depression and the risk of attempted suicide
Ergonomic hazards : body positions, repetitive work, shift work, and job stress

Working 

Air pollution (conventional pollutants and greenhouse gases)
Acoustic pollution
Devastating effects of oil spills 
Sewage, wastewater from toilets and medical facilities,
Bilge water leaks from engine and machinery spaces 
Impact of ballast water discharges on the marine environment.
Collisions with marine mammals, 

Environmental 

Cargo Shift
Cargo falling from height
Dust from working cargo
Turbulent Seas
Maintenance related injuries
Mooring Hazards
Fire 

Working

Owner

$

Mining tools

Tools

Tools

Tools

Tools

Human operator

Ra

Privacy
Digital security
Unpaid immaterial labour

Skils

Network engineers 
Network technicians
Management
Security

Setup
Maintenance
Management

Devices 
Tools
Cables
Buildings

Alexa skills store

Time 
Knowledge
Experience

Owners and investors

Management and administration

Web developers 

Programmers

Designers ( Web, UI, UX .. )

Network administrators 

Content producers ( users, editors, journalists )

PR & Marketing 

Free Labour (user labour, volunteers ,,)

...

Home border

Corporate border Corporate border Corporate border

Resource

Network engineers 
Network technicians
Management
Security

Setup
Maintenance
Management

Data Preparation and Labeling

Training 
datasets Facilities ( Offices, homes, edu.institutions ..)

Methods
Technology ( Software, hardware, infrastructure ..)

Unrecognized labour
Immaterial labour ( eg. user labour )
Unpaid crowdsourcing ( eg. ReCaptcha )

Unpaid or Low paid labour
Students, Volunteers, Interns (eg. TED talks translation volunteers )
Crowdworkers (eg. Amazon Mechanical Turk workers)
Outsourced services in developing countries

Professionals Science and engineering professionals (eg. research scientist )
Information and communications technology professionals (eg. developers )

Non-Human Labour Algorithms or other machine learning systems

Corporate border

Resource

Quantified nature - data

Labour

Quantification tools

Labour

Data as commodity

Data as means of control

Data in Science and Culture

Databanks

Databanks

Waste

E-Waste 

Waste

Waste collectors

Waste Bins

Waste 

Labour

Waste

E-Waste 

Shipping

Waste

E-Waste 

Cargo ships
Trucks
Trains
Cargo containers

Sailors / Drivers

Component2nd Hand
Product

Polyethene

PE

Polycarbonate

PC

PET

 Polyethylene 
terephthalate

Geological process

E-waste separation

Low-level radiation
Airborne metal and silica particles
Contact with corrosive chemicals
Dangerous gases, vapors, fumes and dusts
Heavy lifting, high-force pushing or pulling, 
Repetitive motion during use of hand tools
Contact with molten metal
Hot working conditions
Slips, trips and falls
Moving parts on machinery and equipment that 
can cut, crush, impale, or strike individuals
Noise and vibration due to machinery and 
equipment

Working 

Harmful waste products
toxic waste disposal

Environmental 

Ra

Acidic and Radioactive waste
Health and environmental hazards

Informal Workers
Waste pickers

Use of toxic materials such as arsine, 
phosphine and others potentially 
expose workers to health hazards 
which include cancer, miscarriages and 
birth defects.

Irritation of skin and respiratory organs

Neurotoxins

Low-frequency electronic magnetic and 
radiofrequency radiation

Ergonomic hazards : body positions, 
repetitive work, shift work, and job 
stress

Working 

Use of hazardous chemicals includ-
ing hydrochloric acid, toxic metals 
and gases, and volatile solvents.

Groundwater pollution
Air pollution 
Toxic waste

Environmental 

Toxic waste
Health hazards

Ra

Abandoned devices

ISP 4

ISP 3

ISP 2ISP 1

ISP 5

GPU

Processors

Servers

Routers

Home Wifi Routers

Amazon Echo Dot

Cables

Repeaters

Nature

Data exploitation

Quantification 
of nature

From Nature to Databanks

Smelters

Waste

E-Waste 

Tools
Machines
Facilities

Metal

Labour

Tools
Machines
Facilities

Plastic

Waste

Tools
Machines
Facilities

Waste

Component2nd Hand
Product

Metals

PVC

Plastic

Reuse

Informal  dismantlers

Waste

ComponentsMetals

PVC

Plastic
The hazardous substances found in the e-waste include 
substantial quantities of lead, cadmium, chromium and 
flame-retardant plastics. Cathode ray tubes and compo-
nents with high lead content are considered dangerous to 
health. Inhaling or handling such substances and being in 
contact with them on a regular basis can damage the 
brain, nervous system, lungs, kidneys and the reproductive 
system Working in poorly-ventilated enclosed areas with-
out masks and technical expertise results in exposure to 
dangerous and slow-poisoning chemicals. Due to lack of 
awareness, workers are risking their health and environ-
ment as well.

Working Hazards 

Toxic waste
Health hazards

Informal  dismantling

Informal  waste collection

Formal  collection and transportation

An anatomical case study of the Amazon echo as a artificial intelligence system made of human labor

Tr
an

sp
or

ta
tio

n

$

$

Energy Consumption

Water Consumption

Energy Consumption

Water Consumption

Databanks

Databanks

Waste

Privatization and exploitation of common resource (Earth)

Rare Earth elements Other used elemets

1950             1960                 1970                 1980                  1990                 2000

100

50

0
Others

United States

China

Rare Earth Elements (REE) exploitation 

‘Since 1980, mining companies have produced four times the amount of 
many, if not all, rare metals compared to the amount they produced from 
the beginning of time until 1980.’ 

On average, a 21st century citizen uses ten times 
more minerals than one of the 20th century.

In a single Iphone there is about 75 
elements : two-thirds of the periodic table.

20 21th st

! Issues

! Issues

! Issues

! Issues

! Issues

! Issues

! Issues

! Issues

! Issues

! Issues

! Privacy

! Issues

! Issues
! Issues

Amazon storage systems

Fi
ng

er
pr

in
t, 

pa
lm

 v
ei

ns
, h

an
d 

ge
om

et
ry

 ..
Ph

ot
os

 a
nd

 fa
ce

 re
co

gn
iti

on
 to

ol
s

D
N

A 
co

lle
ct

io
n,

 a
na

ly
si

s 
an

d 
m

at
ch

in
g

Iri
s 

an
d 

re
tin

a 
re

co
gn

iti
on

 to
ol

s
O

do
ur

/s
ce

nt
 

Ba
sic

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
ist

ic 

So
un

d 
re

co
rd

in
g 

an
d 

vo
ice

 a
ut

he
nt

ica
tio

n 
to

ol
s

Gait
 a

na
lys

is
Ke

ys
tro

ke
 dy

na
mics

Biom
etr

ic 
im

pla
nts

Sign
atu

re 
an

d h
an

dw
riti

ng
 an

aly
sis

Measurements t
ools (

 blood pressu
re, h

eart r
ate .. 

)

Medica
l exams, t

ests
 

Imaging equipment ( u
ltra

sound, M
RI, X

-Ray ..)

Diseases Databases

Autopsy

Forensic anthropology tools and methods

Archaeological tools and methods

Profile information 

Standardized tests and surveys 

Interviews and psychological profiling tools
Online behaviour tracking toolsDigital footprint exploitation tools

Data retention infrastructure

Traveling logs (metro cards, airplane tickets systems .. )

Activity and Location tracking tools

School grade records

Social security records

Individual credit history

Affinity data collection

Sport and recreation related tracking tools

Identification documents

Surveillance system
s 

Law enforcem
ent, court records 

M
ilitary records

Birth and death certificates

Border control infrastructure

C
ensus data

D
rivers licence

B
usiness registers

Ta
x 

re
co

rd
s 

sy
st

em

So
ci

al
 s

er
vi

ce
 d

at
a

El
ec

tio
ns

, r
ef

er
en

du
m

s

Po
lit

ic
al

 a
ffi

lia
tio

ns

C
om

m
un

ic
at

io
n 

co
nt

en
t a

nd
 m

et
ad

at
a

So
cia

l n
et

wo
rk

s 
an

d 
on

lin
e 

pl
at

fo
rm

s

Re
pu

ta
tio

na
l s

ys
te

m
s 

(e
Ba

y, 
Ai

rB
nB

, A
m

az
on

,Y
ou

tu
be

 ..
 )

In
te

ra
cti

on
s o

n 
In

te
rn

et
 p

lat
fo

rm
s

Cro
wd b

eh
av

ior
 an

d d
yn

am
ics

 tr
ac

kin
g

Mon
ey

Nati
on

al 
cu

rre
nc

y r
ate

s a
nd

 ex
ch

an
ge

Cryp
tocurre

ncie
s

Ingame cu
rre

ncie
s

Income and assets value
Debt

Credit score and historyPayment history
MortgageCredit and debit cards records

Household consumption

Savings

Online payments records

Consumer data collection and profiling

Profit

Accounting

Company stocks

Ownership structure

Market share

Contracts

Surveillance and activity monitoring tools

Identification systems (Punch cards, RFID tags ..)

W
orker behaviour analytics 

M
anagem

ent tools

Contracts, wages

CVs, HR records, reports

Em
ployee perform

ance indicators

Productivity and collaboration tools
N

ational incom
e, G

D
P ..

U
nem

ploym
ent rates

S
tate budgets

                             Individual                                                                                     
      

     
    

    
    

   
   

So
ci

al
 B

od
y

Quantification of Human Body                                Profiling                                      State aparatus               
     S

ocial    
    

    
    

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
Ec

on
om

y 
an

d 
fin

an
cia

l in
ter

ac

tio
ns   

     
      

  

            Biometrics                          M
edical     Forensic                                                                                                                                         

        
      

     
     

    
    

   C
ur

re
nc

y  
   

   
   

   
   

   
 In

di
vi

du
al

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
Co

m
pa

ny
, O

rg
an

isa
tio

n, In
stitution        

      Gov

Physiological             Behavioral                                                                                                                                                                                                             
        

       
      

     
     

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

    
    

  Q

ua
ntific

ation of labour

M
us

ic
 c

om
m

un
ity

 w
eb

si
te

s 
( e

g.
 L

as
t.f

m
 )

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 m
ed

ia
 li

br
ar

ie
s 

( e
g.

 IT
un

es
 )

D
ig

ita
l m

us
ic

 s
er

vi
ce

s 
( e

g.
 S

po
tif

y 
)

Au
di

o 
di

st
rib

ut
io

n 
pl

at
fo

rm
s 

an
d 

co
m

m
un

iti
es

 

In
st

itu
tio

na
l o

r p
riv

at
e 

m
us

ic
 a

rc
hi

ve
s 

D
ig

ita
l I

m
ag

es
 a

nd
 S

lid
es

 C
ol

le
ct

io
n 

D
ig

ita
l i

m
ag

es
 fr

om
 m

us
eu

m
's 

co
lle

ct
io

ns
 

Di
gi

ta
l a

rts
 o

nl
in

e 
pl

at
fo

rm
s 

Ex
hi

bi
tio

n 
an

d 
co

nf
er

en
ce

 d
oc

um
en

ta
tio

n 

Onli
ne

 p
or

tfo
lio

s p
lat

fo
rm

s (
eg

. B
eh

an
ce

)

Pr
op

rie
ta

ry
 p

ho
to

 co
lle

cti
on

s a
nd

 a
rc

hiv
es

 (e
g.

 C
or

bis
 )

Stoc
k p

ho
to 

co
lle

cti
on

s (
eg

. S
hu

tte
rst

oc
k )

Ind
ex

 of
 on

lin
e p

ho
tos

 (e
g. 

Goo
gle

 Im
ag

es
 )

Edit
ori

al,
 ne

ws i
mag

e d
ata

ba
se

s (
eg

. A
P, 

Reu
ter

s, 
Gett

y .
.)

Public 
Arch

ive
s a

nd digita
l p

hotography c
ollectio

ns

Image-co
llectin

g and tagging platform
s (e

g. P
interest)

Photography based social networks (eg. In
stagram)

Instructions and DIY manuals ( e
g. In

structables, M
ake )

3D Models collections (eg. Thingiverse )

Crafts commerce platforms (eg. Etsy )

ISDN Numbers

Library card catalogs

E-books and digitized books collections ( Amazon, LibGen .. )

Database of indexed content (eg. Google Books project)

Audio books (eg. Audible )

News portals and databases

News Archives (eg. NY Times Article Archive, Google News Archive )Text based digital media ( Online media, Blogs, Personal websites )
Movies Online database (eg. IMDB)

Film and video archives ( eg. BBC Archives )

Video-sharing websites (eg. Youtube, Vimeo.. )

Streaming media and video-on-demand services ( eg. Netflix )

Consumer-level video recording collections ( VHS, 8mm.. )

Television Program and News Archives ( eg. Vanderbilt )

Internet live streaming services (eg. Livestream, Facebook Live, Periscope )

AM, FM and Online radio streams

Game scores and behavioral tracking

Ingame purchase records

Trading of goods and virtual currencies

Tracking human physical behaviour (W
ii, Kinect )

Virtual environments

Events

Recordings, transcripts, publications

W
ebsites, databases

User profiling and targeting

U
ser behaviour tracking

U
ser tracking, tracking and profiling

W
eb indexing infrastructure

Page R
anking

D
ata flow

 m
easurem

ents

D
ata retention infrastructure

Targeted surveillance tools and m
ethods

C
ur

ric
ul

um
s,

 b
oo

ks
, o

nl
in

e 
co

ur
se

s

Le
ct

ur
es

, w
or

ks
ho

ps
, p

re
se

nt
at

io
ns

O
pe

n 
En

cy
cl

op
ed

ia
 ( 

eg
. W

ik
ip

ed
ia

 )

Kn
ow

le
dg

e 
sh

ar
in

g 
( e

g.
 Q

uo
ra

 )

D
IY

 m
an

ua
ls

 ( 
eg

. I
ns

tru
ct

ab
le

s,
 M

ak
e 

)

R
es

ea
rc

h 
an

d 
sc

ie
nt

ifi
c 

pa
pe

rs

Sc
ie

nt
ific

 p
ub

lic
at

io
ns

Pa
te

nt
s 

(S
IP

O
, E

sp
ac

en
et

)

Le
ctu

re
s, 

Ta
lks

 (e
g.

 T
ED

 Ta
lks

)

Di
git

al 
lab

or
 a

nd
 co

m
m

on
s-

ba
se

d 
pe

er
 p

ro
du

cti
on

 

Lin
gu

ist
ics

 re
se

arc
h

Natu
ral

 La
ng

ua
ge

 da
tab

as
e

Language co
rpora

Natural la
nguage processi

ng to
ols a

nd te
chniques

Programing Languages

Architectural plans, m
aps and GIS data

Street names and home numbers
Cadastral maps

Aerial photography and satellite imageryCCTV systems

Sensors ( air quality, noise, traffic .. )

Consumption meters (eg. Google Nest, electricity meters)IoT devices data
Home Security Systems

Market Value and Mortgage

Maps and GIS data

Transportation maps (eg. subway, bus maps )

Positioning and navigation systems ( GPS, navigators, Google maps )

Road sensors and cameras

Pay tolls

Car plates and vehicle identification number (VIN)

Signal lights, road signs

Parking meters

Speed meters

Real-time traffic data (eg. Google Maps )

Vehicle Testing & Diagnostics tools

Real time vehicle tracking systems

Dash cams recordings

Transportation service apps (eg. Uber, Lyft .. )

W
at

er
  &

 W
as

te

Consum
ption data

Infrastructure m
aps

En
er

gy

Electricity consum
ption

Infrastructure m
aps

Energy production and trade data
SIM

 and IM
EI num

bers
U

ser Location tracking

D
ata retention ( C

all logs, m
etadata )

C
ontent collection ( C

alls, SM
S, D

ata )
N

etw
ork M

aps IP
 a

dd
re

ss
es

                                                   C
ognitive-cultural products                                      

      
     

    
    

    
   

   
   

   
   

 In
fra

st
ru

ct
ur

e 
an

d 
se

ttle

ments      
                                                              

Performative                Visual Arts and Crafts                       Text based m
edia                 AV & Interactive media

   Music                 Fine Arts                 Photography              Crafts              Books           N
ew

s            Film
 & Video     TV&Radio    Video Games

                                Cultural products and traditional m
edia                                                             Internet services      Education   Science     

    
  L

an
gu

ag
e 

   
   

  C
itie

s 
   

   
  H

om
es

   
   

   
   

   
   

Tr
an

sp
or

ta
tio

n  
    

    
    

    
     

     
      

   Telecomm..

Quan

Quantification of human body, actions and behaviour Quantification of human-made products

D
ee

p 
Ti

m
e

Earth

Living Humans

Animals

Plants

Air and water pollution
Toxic waste
Health hazards

! Issues

Means of production 
(Object)

Product of labor
(Subject-object)

Waste

Labour power
(Subject)

Marx’s dialectic of subject and object in economy Fractal chains of production and exploitation

Hazards!

Hazards!

Hazards!

Hazards!

Hazards!

Hazards!

Hazards!

Profit

Profit

Profit

Profit

Vladan Joler andKate Crawford (2018)

Figure 1. Kate Crawford and Vladan Joler, Anatomy of an AI System (2018).



IMAGE SPAM ERRORS 

Figure 3. Eva & Franco Mattes. Personal Photographs, September 2019. Cable tray, ethernet cables, digital images, Raspberry Pi single-board 

computers, micro SD cards, USB flash drives, custom software Dimensions variable Installed at Fotomuseum Winterthur Photo by Melania Dalle 

Grave and Piercarlo Quecchia for DSL Studio

Figure 2. Screen capture. Submarine Cable Map y TeleGeography website.
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NOTES
The article is part of the investigation of the Master’s Thesis “The latent 
desire of the spam image” in the Master’s program in Art and Creation 
Research from the Complutense University, Madrid.
1 Hito Steyerl, The Wretched of the Screen (Berlin: Sternberg, 2013), 161.
2 Diego Matos Agudo and Pablo Rey García, “El spam: Una polémica 

genialidad.” Revista científica de la Facultad de Comunicación 
2 (2019): 170. Arpanet (Advanced Research Projects 
Agency Network) was created in 1969 by the U.S. Department 
of Defense to establish communication links with other 
government agencies. The network was originally a military 
experiment that achieved the first instance of communication 
between two computers in distant locations.  See: “¿Te 
acuerdas? Hace casi 40 años que nació Arpanet, el padre de 
Internet,” Rtve a la carta (video), 3 m 03 s, November 30, 2008, 
http://www.rtve.es/alacarta/videos/te-acuerdas/acuerdas-hace-
casi-40-anos-nacio-arpanet-padre-internet/351858/.

3 Matos and Rey, “El spam”, 170.
4Jean Baudrillard, El complot del arte, ilusión y desilusión estéticas 

(Buenos Aires: Amorrortu, 2006), 32.
5 SPAM first appeared in 1937 as the name for a canned food 

product manufactured by Hormel Foods, founded in 1891 
in Austin, Minnesota. “SPAM,” Wikipedia, February 5, 
2020, https://es.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Spam_
(alimento)&oldid=126730771.

6 Javier Cordero, “¿Cuál es el origen de la palabra SPAM?,” Javier 
Cordero (website), February 5, 2020, https://www.javiercordero.
com/origen-palabra-spam/.

7 Hito Steyerl, Duty Free Art (London: Verso, 2017), 105.
8 Steyerl, Duty Free Art, 105-106.
9 I find a connection between the first use of spam in Arpanet in 

1978 and the events from the 1980s described by Steyerl: 
“In the 1980s, the term spam was literally used as a type of 
invasion within MUD (multi-user dungeon) environments” by 
being used “as an inert material, capable of physically blocking 
out unwanted information.” Steyerl then adds: “Nowadays, 
spam has become more of a commercial calculus. Bulk email 
messages with commercial or fraudulent intent are flooding data 
communications worldwide.” Steyerl, Duty Free Art, 104.

10 Juan Martín Prada, El ver y las imágenes en el tiempo de Internet 
(Madrid: Akal, 2018), 42.

11 Steyerl, The Wretched of the Screen, 161.
12 Steyerl, The Wretched of the Screen, 163.
13 Steyerl, Duty Free Art, 102.
14 Peter Krieger, “Búnker de imágenes.” Anales del Instituto de 

Investigaciones Estéticas UNAM 270 (2000): 269-276. 
15 Krieger, “Bunker de imágenes,” 269.
16 Getty Images has published a small percentage of the images from 

this archive online. 
17 Rosa Menkman, The Glitch Moment(um) (Amsterdam: Institute of 

Network Cultures, 2011), 26.
18 Menkman, The Glitch Moment(um), 29.
19 Paul Virilio, The Original Accident (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), 10.
20 Space Imaging is a provider of very high resolution (VHR) global 

satellite images and related services for clients in Europe and 
North Africa. According to its website, it is the “only European 
satellite data provider to supply imagery at true 30 cm resolution 
and who own and operate its own multi-mission ground station 
for direct satellite tasking and local data downlink.” See: https://
www.euspaceimaging.com/about/. 

21 Vangelis Athanassopoulos, “Alfredo Jaar: Une autre version de 
l’invisible.” Art press (2003): 32.

The digital half-light thus brings together a range of events 
that begins with exploitation and concludes with the creation 
of spam subjects, running through a chain of digital waste that 
is crucial to defining the events of a culture that is based on 
the error and the accident, a trash culture, a media culture that 
represents itself as image spam.

6. Conclusions
Image spam is an error in itself, since it has a fleeting 

existence within a culture that is already defined as trash. I 
have argued in this essay that images are explicitly subjected 
to hierarchical distinctions when a set of images linked to 
relevant and important events in human history is selected 
as worthy of enduring in high definition. Allowing those in 
power exclusive access to these images has led to all other 
images being catalogued as poor images undeserving of an 
HD status—which would allow them to live longer—because 
those in power believe that their content has no place in the 
exclusive history of humanity.

The first error of image spam is to deny spam subjects 
participation in the course of history, and it amounts to an 
absence of visual representation, a referent, and a context. 

The second error is caused by the erasure of the archives 
of a collective memory, which deprives us of the right to be 
historical witnesses, or to be a witness who sees but who is 
not necessarily seen (as in the case of the WikiLeaks platform, 
where it is in fact convenient for the witness not to be seen). 

The third error is produced by the erasure of events such 
as those that took place during the war in Afghanistan, 
which automatically transforms eyewitnesses into spam 
subjects. If hegemonic history has invented the erasure 
of facts, it has also created its own kind of waste: trash 
culture. Although the spam subject is not represented in 
hegemonic history, trash culture does represent it through 
a growing number of unanchored and floating images 
that, in social terms, correspond to a growing number of 
individuals who are deprived of rights, who are rendered 
invisible or even caused to disappear. These disappeared 
or absent people in fact coincide with the direct causes of 
the digital revolution. The exploitation of mines, the traffic 
of minerals, and all of the manufacturing processes that 
allow these infrastructures to continue working imply 
that the number of spam subjects will continue to grow as 
information companies gain further control over the chain 
of resources that they require to sustain themselves in the 
era of hyperconnection.
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