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Abstract: Today, the convergence of video-based Internet Communication
Technologies (ICTs) is challenging centralized control over cultural topologies.
Accordingly, this paper proposes a theoretical prism for the analysis of the
sociopolitical impact of online audio-visual communication. More precisely,
this study discusses how topological visibility (i.e. culture-based, highly centralized and spatially organized visibility structures) and networked visibility (i.e.
occurrence-based, decentralized and network organized visibility structures)
interact in today’s digital landscape. To this aim, four examples divided into
two clusters will be discussed. The first cluster (i.e. Occupy Movement and
BlackBerry Riots) will describe the functioning of topological visibility, while
the second cluster (i.e. NO DAPL drone activism and Aleppo residents’ livestreaming) will illustrate how technology-enhanced mediability may create networked spaces of appearance. The paper concludes by arguing that networked
visibility does not neutralize the relational nature of the human gaze but rather
forces and expands the culturally-defined boundaries of its legitimate social
existence.
Keywords: online video, visual semiotics, media activism, topological visibility,
networked visibility, regime of visibility

1 Introduction: Galileo and the structural
problems of technology-enhanced mediability
In 1610 Galileo Galilei announced that, thanks to his new invention the telescope, he had discovered the existence of mountains on the Moon. Consistent
with the guidelines of his new scientific method he repeatedly invited Cesare
Cremonini, one of the most important Aristotelian philosophers of the time, to
personally verify the truth of his observations by looking through the telescope.
However, according to the correspondence between Galileo and Kepler,
Cremonini not only did not look through the telescope, but even refused to
*Corresponding author: Michele Martini, University of Cambridge, Cambridge, UK,
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see the telescope itself denigrating the newly created device on many occasions
(Galilei 1934 [1610]). Other historians suggest that Cremonini actually did look
through the telescope, but stated that he had not seen anything (Forlivesi 2012).
The mountains of the Moon were somehow visible and invisible at the same
time: visible for some people, invisible for others. Today, Cremonini is often
depicted as an example of cowardice: being afraid of the Inquisition, he refused
to acknowledge the discoveries of Galileo or, more precisely, to see them. For
Cremonini the problem was not in the acceptance of the existence of mountains
on the Moon, but rather the fact of being actually able to see them. The
Aristotelian model of the universe indicated well-defined limits to human
agency and the Moon was clearly beyond them: no human gaze should have
been able to reach that point.
The presence of the invisible, its agency and its various sensible manifestations are recurrent patterns in many cultural traditions (Lévi-Strauss 2008
[1963], Lévi-Strauss 2013 [1978]). Deities, spirits and superior powers are often
not visible. Nevertheless, these invisible entities are far from irrelevant or nonexistent; invisibility has strong cultural roots. Structurally speaking, the invisibility of some cultural elements is an unavoidable precondition to their social
existence: they exist in an otherness located beyond the boundaries of human
agency. Indeed, while the nature of this otherness is a matter of legitimate
human speculation, questioning the culturally codified visual impermeability
of liminal spaces is a matter of political concern. In the previous example, the
problem in question was not the actual existence of mountains on the Moon, but
rather the fact that the telescope allowed Galileo to establish a personal relationship with something which belonged to a space socially constructed and perceived as non-human. Even worse: Galileo was claiming the legitimacy of this
new relationship and inviting other people to do the same. To look through the
telescope, to peer beyond the boundaries of the institutionalized human
domain, was immediately perceived as a blasphemous act. To verify that
which should not be verifiable was literally an act of hubris and the traditional
authorities, thus challenged, reacted accordingly. For the sake of the established
social order, the invisible must remain invisible.
The telescope of Galileo Galilei may be considered the first optical device
which allowed human beings to visually relate to a spatial otherness, to personally encounter outer space par excellence. The radical otherness of this space
was not only defined by the insurmountable distance between the Earth and the
Moon, but first and foremost by a cultural topology of the universe based on
theological premises. If we accept the assumption that “every culture creates its
own model of the length of its existence” in both temporal and topological terms
(Lotman and Uspenskiĭ 1975: 215), then a technology-enhanced gaze cast beyond
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the boundaries of the institutionally codified human domain is inherently revolutionary or, at very least, subversive (Bruni 2015; Orgad 2011; Silverstone
2006). Indeed, cultural borders are intended to dialectically define different
areas characterized by a high degree of cultural homogeneity and a reduced/
adjustable degree of permeability (Nöth 2015). Regardless of the various semantic categories employed to describe the resulting areas (e. g. village/forest,
human/divine or civilized/barbaric), they essentially reflect the establishment
of a specific point of view: the point of view of a locally dominant culture
imposed on the universe as a whole (Lotman 2009 [1990]).

2 Regimes of visibility and the subversive power
of the human gaze
Today, the continual growth of video-sharing websites (e. g. YouTube and
Twitter) and the overall convergence of video-based Internet Communication
Technologies (ICTs) is challenging centralized top-down control over cultural
topologies (Camp and Heatherton 2016; Hochberg 2015; Kuntsman and Stein
2015). Like the telescope of Galileo, online videos constantly disclose and bring
into existence new spaces which demand to be scaled, i. e. to be included and
made sense of in the organized worldview of citizens. Through peer-to-peer
media activity users walk among Occupy protesters, fly over Native American
camps and even enter the private houses of besieged Aleppo residents. By
enabling single users to establish a direct and personal relationship with spatial
otherness these technologies constantly disrupt users’ perspectives and strain
their ethical reflexivity, i. e. users’ perceptions of themselves in relation to the
videotaped occurrences. The emergence of this unprecedented “patchwork” of
spaces raises the following question: under what circumstances does online
video-mediated communication enable the creation of arenas of human interaction and how such interaction can be defined as political?
In the present article, I argue that online video-mediated communication does
not neutralize the relational nature of the human gaze but rather forces and
expands the culturally-defined boundaries of its legitimate social existence.
More precisely, I contend that the strategic disclosure of culturally defined spatial
otherness, when conducted by the same communities which inhabit them, allows
the emergence of online areas of political interaction which interfere with dominant cultural topologies and their attempt “to monopolize the terms of reality”
(Butler 2011). In other words, this study endeavours to theoretically describe how
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topological visibility, i. e. culture-based, highly centralized and spatially organized visibility structures, and networked visibility, i. e. occurrence-based, decentralized and network organized visibility structures, overlap and interfere with
each other in today’s socio-political landscape.
To describe the interaction between networked and topological visibility, the
present study proposes the idea of regime of visibility as a key theoretical
concept which may serve as a common denominator to connect and compare
different theoretical notions used to describe socio-political environments, i. e.
cultural topology (Lotman 2009 [1990]), imagined community (Andersen 1983)
and space of appearance (Arendt 2013 [1958]). In the first part of the article, the
idea of regime of visibility will be presented as a model that describes structures
composed of basic visual relationships and subsequently examined in relation
to two theoretical paradigms: scale and semiotic ideology. In the second and
third part, the concept of regime of visibility will be employed as a common
framework to compare four examples. This comparison will highlight the centrality of visual structures in the functioning of western democracies and the
rising tension between networked and topological regimes of visibility.
The concept of visibility, as conceived in this article, does not describe a
status but a relationship between two structural positions: the Observer and the
Observed. This relationship, which I will simply call gaze, has some specific
structural characteristics: it is oriented, direct, private and local (Foucault 2012
[1977]). In the examples I discuss, human gaze is not considered in isolation but
rather as the basic component of visual structures which will be called “regimes
of visibility” (Brighenti 2007; Nathansohn and Zuev 2013). Conceived as an
expansion of the idea of “scopic regimes” (Feldman 1997), regimes of visibility
are more generally defined as socially-situated sets of visual relationships
generated by the local interaction between human gaze and factors of different
natures (i. e. architectural, media and cultural). According to this general definition, scopic regimes might be described as subcases: socially enforced yet not
necessarily codified regimes of visibility which reflect, express and therefore
make present specific configurations of political and cultural power; “politically
correct modes of seeing,” as Feldman puts it (1997).
Recalling the previous example, to observe the Moon with the naked eye
was not a problem for the Inquisition, to do it through the lens of the telescope
was blasphemy. However, even straightforward blasphemy would not have been
worth the attention of such a powerful institution: the actual problem was the
technological reproducibility of Galileo’s irreverent gaze. Cremonini refused to
look through the telescope because this act would have implied the establishment of a dramatically new relationship with the whole universe: a new scale
and, in turn, a new self-awareness. It would have meant, in other words, a
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redefinition of the universe as an object of information able to be investigated by
the gaze of human observers. No more a known universe, but a potentially
knowable one. In the same way twentieth century mass media were entrusted
with the mission of interpreting and organizing information on behalf of citizens
(Anderson 2006 [1983]), for Cremonini and the Inquisition Aristotelian cosmology had a similar role: through that lens and only through that lens it was
possible for human beings to make sense of the universe and, accordingly, to
have an ideological place in it. A place which was legitimate, blessed, stable
and, last but not the least, central.

3 Regimes of visibility: Semiotic ideologies
and scaling
The development of devices capable of expanding human gaze beyond its
natural limits has marked the history of modern western societies. Tools such
as telescopes and microscopes have progressively disclosed new fields of inquiry
to human eyes. This ongoing expansion should be regarded as a process of
mutual redefinition: every time a new space is disclosed to human eyes, society
rescales accordingly. In other words, the community redefines its self-perception
in relation to the new topological organization assumed by the cultural universe.
Safeguarding an imagined community from disruptive information, i. e. preserving “the scarcely-seen periphery of its vision as opposed to centre-field objects of
its admiration or disgust” (Anderson 2006 [1983]: 65), is the usual concern of
political institutions (Martini 2017; Sontag 2003). However, while the reduced
visibility of outer space allows society to cast upon it various levels of homogeneity regardless of its actual complexity, inner space is visible and therefore less
easy to unify. Accordingly, the power of a dominant culture seems to rely mostly
on its capacity not to see, to create inner areas of structural invisibility: internal
pockets of otherness which no honest gaze should explore, blind spots located
between the links of the established, and therefore relatively homogeneous,
social web. In these terms, institutionalized regimes of visibility work as agents
of homogenization: they make any kind of discontinuity recognizable as such
and, as a consequence, liable to be identified and possibly expelled (cf. Feldman
1994). Being an integral part of the informational architecture of a given semiosphere, institutionalized regimes of visibility are expressions of both precise
cultural topologies and the related imagined communities. This structure,
expressed on many different levels, is analytically described by Lotman and
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Uspenskiĭ as being defined by two fundamental types of texts produced by
cultural communities (1975). The first type indicates the texts which define the
universe in relation to the individual, i. e. the organization of the cultural space,
while the second designates those texts which define the individual in relation
to the universe, i. e. human agency and existence within a culturally defined
space. This textual typology is central to the analysis of cultural communities.
Nevertheless, since the objective of this work is to compare topological and nontopological forms of visibility, such a distinction needs to be expanded and
adapted to the visual realm. This will be done through two key concepts: scale
and semiotic ideology.
The first concept, the idea of scale, describes the definition of the universe
in relation to the individual. A core concept of cartography, which can be
defined as the discipline of scaling reality to human comprehension (and
size), this notion has been discussed mostly by geographers, biologists and
physicists. While critical geographers have recently underscored the strong
socio-political implications of map-making (e. g. political borders, military
power or population control), its investigation in Semiotics is still at a seminal
stage (Farinelli 2016). An attempt to initiate a debate around the idea of scale is
the recent collection edited by Carr and Lempert (2016) who, turning the discussion upside down, define scale-making as the act of positioning and orienting ourselves in order to measure and ordinate reality. The act of assuming a
specific perspective is inevitably characterized by an ideological dimension
which indicates which aspects of reality are the object of legitimate attention,
how they should be compared and in relation to what (Gal 2016). In these terms,
scaling is the ideological project par excellence because it is deeply interrelated
with a specific semiotic ideology, i. e. the meaning of an organized system of
signs in relation to a specific point of view.
The second concept, that of semiotic ideology, has been most recently
discussed by Keane (2018). In his work, this concept defines the reflexivity, or
the meta-level, of meaning-making processes. In other words, it indicates what
the act of producing meaning signifies within a certain community: what signs
are as signs. From this perspective, it is clear that Galileo’s telescope not only
produced “unacceptable” meanings but was, in itself, an “unacceptable” form
of meaning-making. The signs it produced, i. e. scientific evidence, were not
legitimized by the dominant semiotic ideology: they were not what signs should
be according to the s seventeenth-century Catholic Church. Interestingly enough,
in discussing semiotic ideologies Keane quotes Sacks’ work on deviance which
explicitly states the Judaeo-Christian foundations of this concept: “human history proper begins with the awareness by Adam and Eve that they are observables” (1972: 281). In mythological terms, the birth of humanity and its history
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could be framed in a seemingly schizophrenic event: Adam and Eve projected
outside themselves an abstract third-position (the deity) from which they could
observe themselves as both individuals and a group. According to Keane, this
mythological narrative accounts for the birth of reflexivity, i. e. a prototypical
form of mediability, which lays the foundation for the creation of ethical-political systems and historical perspectives. Indeed, experiencing mediation, i. e. an
awareness of being observable, is Adam and Eve’s doom. Once they begin to
develop an independent semiotic ideology, which for example deems nakedness
as a sign of shame, they are no more at one with the deity.
This study represents an attempt to understand how networked visibility
may interfere with topological visibility. Relying on the above theoretical prism,
the following sections will suggest a possible approach for the mapping of the
ongoing socio-political transformations through the analysis of visual structures.
To this aim, four examples divided into two clusters will be discussed. The first
cluster will describe the functioning of topological visibility and the semiotic
ideology underpinning it. The second cluster will illustrate how online forms of
technology-enhanced mediability may create networked spaces of appearance
characterized by a transnational and ephemeral dimension.

4 Topological visibility: Similarities
and differences between the Occupy
movement and Blackberry riots
Western societies traditionally attribute to visibility a defined political value. In
democratic national systems the meaning and management of visibility, i. e. its
semiotic ideology, expresses and reflects a dominant scale: the position and
orientation from which the national body measures and ordinates reality. Given
that the structure of institutionalized regimes of visibility, often implicit,
emerges with particular clarity when openly challenged, the following sections
will examine the political use of visibility by grassroots organizations. More
specifically, the discussion will focus on the dialectical centre-periphery relationship which characterizes topological visibility and the possibilities of disruption enabled by online video-mediated communication. The first cluster will
compare the Occupy Movement and the BlackBerry riots while the second
cluster, which investigates the re-centralization of visual peripheries through
online media, will examine the use of drones by the Native American population
of Standing Rock reservation and the videos of Aleppo residents.
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The Occupy movement has received a lot of attention from both political and
communication scholars. Most of these studies focus on the hybrid strategy
adopted by this decentralized social movement which complemented collective
endeavours with a widespread use of social networks. Drawing on the discussion around the relationship between collective and connective social action
(Bennett and Segerberg 2012), this scholarship explored seminal forms of networked counter-surveillance (Thorburn 2014) and online participation (Creech
2014). Nevertheless, while the world-wide diffusion of the movement relied on a
large scale use of the internet, its adaption to very different cultural contexts
(e. g. USA, Japan or Italy) hinged on the existence of similar regimes of visibility.
Indeed, the Occupy movement did not attempt to subvert the existing visual
topology but rather relied on that topology to propose a re-scaling. As one of the
most famous slogans stated: we are the 99%.
To variable extents, democratic systems allow a certain amount of people to
group together, mark themselves as a politically defined assemblage and physically occupy central areas such as main squares or streets; to appear in a space
deemed as “public.” In virtue of its constructed political meaning, this form of
visibility is highly regulated. For example, the temporary dimension of such
occupation is not a secondary factor: once a group has concluded its public
performance, it is supposed to leave and hand back that privileged position.
However, since this codified regime of visibility is itself an expression of the
dominant paradigm, it might also become a matter of negotiation. From this
perspective, the Occupy movement deliberately broke the time-rule by making
their permanence in public squares a central feature of their communication
strategy. These strategies, grounded in the idea of civil disobedience, aim to
delegitimize the centre of authority by strategically straining (and therefore
recognizing) the established regime of visibility and its political meaning
(Chouliaraki 2010; Mitchell 2012a, Mitchell 2012b; Radovac 2014). In representative democracy, institutions can legitimately represent citizens if and only if
those very citizens are invisible as a whole, as an assemblage. In other words,
the legitimacy of institutions relies on the invisibility of citizens – the Occupy
movement leveraged this paradox. After all, a representation is something which
stands for something else which is, as a consequence, necessarily absent: there
would be no reason to represent something which is, in all respects, present
(Pierce 2006).
Alongside the popular Occupy movement, in 2011 Europe encountered
another form of social uprising: violent riots broke out in the suburbs of
London, Manchester, Liverpool, Paris and other European cities. On the outskirts
of big urban centres, relatively small and self-organized groups of young people
belonging mostly to disadvantaged minorities were temporarily taking control of
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small areas, damaging private property and systematically clashing with police
forces without explicitly expressing any political objective; this kind of action
was characterised by a high level of violence, looting and arson. From the
beginning, public opinion was disturbed and somehow seduced by the perceived lack of political value of these riots.1 Apart from reframing these episodes
as the direct outcome of an unjust capitalistic system, the mass media were not
able to attribute any kind of political will to the rioters. The rioters’ rebellion was
perceived, as Bauman puts it, as “an explosion bound sooner or later to happen”
(Bauman 2011). Nevertheless, the rejection of any form of communication on the
one side (i. e. rioters) and the over-mediatisation on the other (i. e. official
media) indicated the existence of a topological regime of visibility that was
not put into question by any of the parties involved. Firstly, rioters were
represented from an external point of view. The events were videotaped mostly
by people who were not taking part in them, such as professional reporters,
photographers and bystanders. Official broadcasts immediately took control of
the whole narrative (Baker 2011; Pakes and Pritchard 2014; Parry 2015).
Secondly, and more importantly, rioters were not interested in representing
themselves by defusing the representation constructed by mass media or contesting the legitimacy of democratic institutions. In what mainstream media
meaningfully called the BlackBerry Riots (The BlackBerry Riots 2011), smart
technologies were employed by groups of teenagers to hide in the periphery
rather than to appear in the centre: they had no interest in challenging the
dominant cultural topology. This suggests that young rioters had interiorized the
fact of being systematically excluded by the dominant imagined community.
Furthermore: social invisibility was, and in many cases still is, what allows their
vulnerable community to exist as officially non-existent (Rogers 2013). Their
right to narrate, i. e. their right to legitimately appear in the public sphere, has
not only been systematically denied but such a state of invisibility has become a
precondition to their survival (Bhabha 2007; Said 1984). In other words, any
kind of political communication from their side was not possible because it
would have implied the presence of an interlocutor which they did not believe
existed. Even if made visible by mass media, young rioters were paradoxically
respecting the imposed regime of visibility: they were not communicating to
anyone.
The two aforementioned forms of social uprising have some elements in
common: they took place in public spaces, were characterized by a collective
1 Following Andersen (1983), in this work the concept of “public opinion” is used to indicate
the imagined community constructed by official media accounts. Accordingly, the term “public
opinion” refers to the point of view of the dominant cultural group on society as a whole.
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dimension and increased the topological visibility of a certain social group.
In the first case (i. e. Occupy movement) the enhancement of visibility was
part of a visual strategy aimed at delegitimizing political institutions by, so to
speak, taking control of the social narrative. Conversely, in the second
example (i. e. the BlackBerry riots) the lack of explicit political value attributed by rioters to visibility was somehow disturbing for European public
opinion. While civil movements such as Occupy see in new media a way of
emancipating themselves from institutional news coverage and constructing a
different public (i. e. Indymedia, Media Alliance for Media Activism and
GroundReport), rioters mostly used available technology to communicate
privately within their own group, disregarding any form of public engagement. By broadcasting the riots, mass media created a form of “public
invisibility”; a visibility which deliberately refused to be political thus representing, perhaps paradoxically, a subversion of the dominant semiotic
ideology.

5 Tearing down the walls of the polis: From the
space of appearance to the appearance of space
The examples described in the previous section typify two different ways to
relate to an institutionalized topological visibility. Civil movements which are
expressions of the imagined community, such as Occupy, base their strategy on
the established semiotic ideology which guarantees their right to visibility and
makes it political. Conversely, for disadvantaged communities the passage is
more radical: they move from an invisibility which protects them to a visibility
which exposes them. This process is generally far from painless (Poyntz 2009).
Becoming visible to the eyes of the dominant community represents an infringement of the established regime of visibility and is equivalent to demanding a rescaling of the cultural topology which legitimizes established institutions.
Accordingly, if recognized as a structural threat, disadvantaged communities
become vulnerable to political repression, hate-violence or worse. In the previous example, rioters did not hide themselves in order to subvert the dominant
regime of visibility but only to protect themselves from it, i. e. to avoid becoming
“too” visible. The mass media attention they received was an unforeseen, yet
probably rather enjoyable, side-effect. Young rioters had nothing to say to the
European public: for them official public visibility has ceased to be, or has never
been, political.
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The political character of space and visibility, as well as its cultural organization through specific regimes which institutionalize the scale of the subjectuniverse relationship, is an expression of a precise semiotic ideology.
Interestingly enough, it is through the discussion of basic visual structures
that Hannah Arendt examines the foundation of democratic systems. In her
view, the “space of appearance,” the space of political action par excellence,
“precedes all formal constitution of the public realm and the various forms of
government” (2013 [1958]: 199). It can be generated anywhere at any time by the
interaction between a certain number of individuals. The nature of this space is
relational, rather than architectural or geographical, and is, interestingly, connected to a specific regime of visibility: the space of appearance is “where I
appear to others as others appear to me” (2013 [1958]: 199). This kind of visibility
is strictly non-bureaucratic. The space between individuals, the actual space
between their bodies, is bridged by gazes and sounds. These basic interactions
generate, stabilize and constantly re-tune the resulting structure.
Arendt’s redefinition of political space as a space of appearance implies two
main theoretical assumptions. Firstly, a balanced regime of visibility is a prerequisite for the creation of any community of equals. In other words, mutual
visibility is necessary to tame the human gaze and overcome its oriented, private,
one-sided and disciplinary nature typically exploited, for example, by systems of
surveillance (Foucault 2012 [1977]). Secondly, once the space of appearance is
institutionalized and stabilized its egalitarian potential is severely reduced. In
democratic systems, institutional spaces of appearance are topographically
defined and governed by precise rules whose enforcement is entrusted by institutions to third parties not directly involved in the democratic process, namely law
enforcement. As discussed in the previous examples, such regulations normally
involve the creation of precise topographical-cultural boundaries and their protection through the legitimized use of violence. The institutionalisation of the
space of appearance somehow betrays its temporary and relational nature. Such a
process of institutionalization is divided in three steps: (i) abstracting the structure from the human bodies which generate it, (ii) stabilizing the obtained
structure through other expressive elements (e. g. architectural, visual and ritual)
and (iii) re-locating human bodies within the new framework. In Arendt’s work the
potential boundlessness of vision is perceived of as a threat, it “is only the other
side of its tremendous capacity for establishing relationships” (2013 [1958]: 191).
This point is particularly delicate because, I would argue, once institutionalised
the space of appearance changes its nature: it reflexively defines the legitimacy of
its own scale. From this perspective, legal protocols can be seen as protecting
institutions from the revolutionary yet destabilizing potential of deregulated
spaces of appearance and not guaranteeing the existence of the latter. Using
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Arendt’s argument, the wall of the Polis was meant to institute a cultural topology
and ensure its persistence by codifying and keeping under control those same
human interactions which legitimized its existence. Such a recursive process of
stabilization included the formal categorization and exclusion of entire social
groups (women, slaves, freed slaves, children, foreigners), as well as the systematic obliteration or subjugation of any alternative space of appearance.
Institutions legitimise themselves by relating to a space of appearance literally
abstracting from the actual interacting human bodies. This kind of political space
is stable but fragile. It requires constant social and symbolic effort to be maintained. Indeed, it is always on the edge of being recognized for what it actually is:
an empty space, a sancta sanctorum of democracy.

6 Smart technologies and networked visibility:
Toward digital architectures of the human gaze
Through the examples of the fourth section and the theoretical elaboration of
Arendt’s work, the second part of this study attempted to describe the functioning of established and centralized regimens of visibility. Relying on this background, the third section will examine how the rise of new forms of technologyenhanced visibility may allow the re-centralization of visual peripheries and the
emergence of networked spaces of appearance. As previously stated, vulnerable
communities live in pockets of invisibility. They live, in other words, beyond the
wall of the polis, beyond the margins of the institutional space of appearance.
They are not part of the horizon of the dominant community: they are literally
off the scale. In the digital era, however, the superimposition of online networks
and cultural topologies has severely undermined the impermeability of cultural
boundaries, to the extent that more and more frequently untamed pieces of
information have broken through the walls of the polis and shocked public
opinion. Also in this case, the destabilizing power of these pieces of information
is not uniquely related to their content. To be effective, this communication has
to be more than information: it has to establish a relation between each single
viewer and a spatial otherness which becomes, temporarily, the centre of a
system of visibility.
In 2005, Thompson introduced the concept of New Visibility defining it as
an unprecedented framework of social interactions with distinctive properties
which have been generated by the advent of online video-mediated communication. For Thompson, however, it is “primarily those who exercise power,
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rather than those over whom power is exercised, who are subjected to a new
kind of visibility” (2005: 40–41). In other words, in his view the advent of a new
form of mediation doesn’t change the established regime of visibility: cameras
remain steadily focused on power holders and accordingly reinforce, rather than
destabilize, the institutional space of appearance. What Thompson could not
know was that, in the same year, three PayPal employees were developing a
pioneering video-sharing website which, in less than a decade, would have
substantially reshaped the same idea of mediated visibility and spearheaded
the popularization of online videos: YouTube. Interestingly enough, in trying to
read this media-related social phenomenon a possible interpretative key comes
from what can be regarded as the first appearance of mass technology-enhanced
visibility, i. e. the advent of cinema. In 1936 Walter Benjamin, discussing the
revolutionary actor-public relationship generated by this new communicative
form, stated that “there can be no political advantage from this monitoring until
film has liberated itself from the fetters of capitalist exploitation” (2008 [1936]:
23). With hindsight, Benjamin’s words sound almost prophetic. Today, the
grassroots use of cameras and video-sharing websites by vulnerable minorities
is opening a completely new perspective on social struggle (Gregory 2015).
Indeed, the unrestricted availability of the necessary means of cultural production (e. g. smartphones, Internet connection and video-sharing websites) is a
precondition to the emergence of the new spaces of political interaction under
scrutiny.
Smartphones and video-sharing websites guarantee total control of videos at
every stage of production: users decide what to film and in which way. In this
mediated interaction with both their own community and a networked public,
users produce a kind of communication which is relational, rather than exclusively informational (Golan and Martini 2017; Martini 2018). While for Thompson
journalists were the only possible camera-holders and institutional public
spaces the only possible objects of interest, today people point cameras at
themselves and their private spaces (Askanius 2013). In this new media landscape the question we need to answer is how networked visibility interacts with
institutionalized topological visibility. To highlight the interactions occurring
between these two structurally different yet overlapping systems of visibility, it
is useful here to provide some examples. Two recent cases will be examined: the
use of drones by Standing Rock protesters (2016) and the use of Twitter videos
from Aleppo residents under siege (2013–2016).
Investigating the concept of networked visibility through the lens of
Arendt’s political theory, it is crucial to understand whether the human gaze,
which in this case is mediated by digital video, is able to establish that “spacein-between” necessary for the articulation and emergence of a political space of
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appearance. The examples mentioned above, that of Native American Drones
and Aleppo residents’ videos, highlight two different expressions of this
dynamic. The use of camera-drones by the nonviolent activists of Standing
Rock Reservation (NO DAPL) to coordinate their activities and monitor the
reaction of police forces has marked the beginning of a new epoch for mediaactivism (Corcoran 2015). After his drone was shot by an officer, Dean Dedman Jr
(Dr0ne2bewild), a Native American drone-operator, stated that: “without this
drone technology, we wouldn’t be where we’re at with this battle against the
Dakota Access pipeline. Drones are very beneficial – they’re our eagle eyes in
the sky” (Sigfusson 2016). Dedman highlights a crucial point: the uniqueness of
the drone’s point of view. By metaphorically comparing these devices to “eagle
eyes,” he stresses the non-human perspective which characterizes the produced
videos. Drones expand human vision and create a networked point of view
located beyond the physical possibilities of humans. In other words, both
drone-operators and the online public share the perspective of a third-actor
located in a non-human position. The resulting form of communication maintains the voluntary dimension previously discussed and simultaneously empowers both actors involved in the communication. On the Internet, their gazes
converge on third space. Their common ground of interaction, their “space-inbetween” bridged by gazes and sounds, is the space disclosed by the drone: a
networked centre of visibility.
The political nature of networked centres of visibility is defined primarily by
the visual structure they compose and only secondarily by their possible interference with topological regimes of visibility. While networked visibility is
adopted by social movements as an alternative to institutional media, its political nature relies on the particular space of appearance generated by networked
video-mediated communication. On social websites, the activity of each single
user is what drives and directs the information flow. The relational nature of this
communication enables the emergence of a space of appearance, i. e. a space
where users can appear to each other. The political dimension of the act of selfdisclosure is defined by its intentionality and this is, perhaps, the main element
which discriminates between space of appearance and surveillance. The deliberate and conscious decision of users to take charge of the mediation, i. e. to
disclose themselves and engage with each other, is what defines the political
nature of the resulting interaction. As Arendt puts it, users “must be willing to
risk the disclosure” (2013 [1958]: 180).
From this perspective, the videos sent by besieged residents of Aleppo
represents a tragic yet powerful example. In 2016, through Twitter and
Periscope, several users trapped in the city (e. g. Lina Shamy and Mahmoud
Rashwani) uploaded videos in which they described their own conditions and
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feelings during the last stages of the battle. Despite the variety of people who
decided to engage in this kind of communication, all videos are characterized by
a similar structure: the uploader, the video-maker and the speaker are the same
person. Residents of Aleppo pointed the camera at themselves and talked to it,
they talked to anybody willing to listen. They couldn’t know to whom they
revealed themselves, but they were willing to risk the disclosure and the intimacy created by this form of face-to-face communication opened up to them the
doors of western public arena. Within a few days, most of world’s major newscasts re-posted these digital appeals further boosting users’ attention to them.
By videotaping themselves and the spaces they live in, residents of Aleppo
manifested their will to disclose their lives to a potentially international public.
They did not only provide users with alternative news, but personally took
charge of the communication process: they did not inform viewers, they were
talking to them. These videos strongly impacted western public opinion and
generated a wide range of reactions, from public calls for action to accusations
of forgery. However, regardless of the form of response they provoked, one thing
was clear: the “space-in-between” had been bridged and the intentional disclosure of otherwise invisible subjects had assumed a political value.

7 Conclusion
This study represents an attempt to understand how topological and networked
visibility structurally relate and interfere with each other. With this aim in mind,
the political use of ICTs by protesters and disadvantaged communities was
examined. The discussion was articulated in three main sections. In the first
section, the concept of regime of visibility was presented as a common analytical
framework and further elaborated through the concepts of scale and semiotic
ideology. Drawing on this theoretical background, the second and third sections
examined the functioning of topological and networked visibility through the
discussion of four examples. To describe the political nature of specific visibility
structures, Arendt’s concept of space of appearance was employed and reworked
in relation to the discussed visibility patterns.
The concept of topological visibility, elaborated in relation to Lotman’s idea
of cultural topologies and Andersen’s notion of imagined community, was
proposed in order to define visual structures which are expressions of institutional, centralized and dominant worldviews. The topological nature of this
regime of visibility relies on the fact that it responds to a spatial logic, usually
defined in relation to a dialectic relationship between centre and periphery. As
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the comparison between the Occupy movement and the BlackBerry riots highlighted, in western countries topological visibility is constructed and perceived
as a reflection of the established socio-political order. This political value of
visibility, manifested for example through codified praxis of appearance, reveals
the underpinning semiotic ideology, i. e. the meaning of the act of seeing for a
certain social group. As stated in the fourth section, Occupy activists attempted
to initiate a dialogue with the government by taking control of the centre of the
established visual topology, thus demanding a re-scaling of the institutional
perspective on reality. Conversely, rioters utilized ICTs to prevent their collective
appearance from provoking any institutional rescaling which could have triggered the employment of much more aggressive forms of repression. In other
words, they struggled to remain “publicly invisible” even when they were under
the spotlight of official media.
The concept of networked visibility, explored through the discussion of the
use of ICTs by Native American protesters and besieged Aleppo residents,
describes the system of visual relationships generated by the widespread use
of online video and live-streaming. Social networks allow users to disclose
themselves, to appear to each other, and this activity is what constructs these
websites as public spaces. In other words, social networks are spaces of mediation, linking spaces, literally spaces-in-between. Although it is forcing the
spatial metaphor beyond its limits, these websites allow thousands of millions
of human gazes to intersect, cross the boundaries of their cultural community
and encounter other individuals who willingly appear in front of each other.
Social media practices allow not only human beings, but also human spaces, to
come into view: to cross the threshold of the public arena. Through online videomediated communication any space may elude the topological regime of visibility to which it is subjected and potentially enters new ones. This is possible
because videos disclose spaces and the individuals interacting in it but, at the
same time, also imply the existence of an agent taking charge of the whole
communication process (i. e. filming and uploading). Digital videos are both “in
between” and “in front” of the users establishing, in this way, a relationship of
intimacy between them. What is shown in the video becomes literally users’
common inter-est, their shared space of interaction.
In these terms, topological visibility radically differs from networked visibility. Topological visibility is constructed in order to preserve an institutionalized point of view on the universe, even at the price of violently maintaining the
established order. It is constructed in order to recursively reaffirm a centralized
and dominant point of view, with its precisely scaled universe and codified
praxes of appearance. Similarly to the case of Galileo, such a dominant point of
view is supposed to be assumed by an entire social group: any attempt to peer
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beyond the boundaries of the institutionalized human domain is an act of
subversion. Conversely, networked visibility relies on the multiplicity of
human gazes which temporarily converge on a single videotaped occurrence.
Rather than constructing a single, stable and organizational perspective on the
whole universe, networked visibility relies on the constant proliferation of new
perspectives which are negotiated, circulated or even rejected by individual
users. The spaces shown by online videos become temporary common centres
of interest, shared spaces where a potentially transnational community of single
users interact and locally renegotiate scales and semiotic ideologies through
their interaction. In a nutshell, while topological visibility proposes a single
perspective on all occurrences, networked visibility allows several different
perspectives on each single occurrence.
To conclude, the possibility of appearing in public without directly challenging topological regimes of visibility represents for disadvantaged communities
an unprecedented way to gain political attention. Instead of subjecting themselves to a centralized gaze, i. e. accepting a passive redefinition as part of an
institutional topology, they can gather a networked public around the “publicly
invisible” areas of their everyday life. These networked centres of attention
create the space for the local negotiation of new scales, i. e. the place occupied
by a certain event in the users’ worldview, and semiotic ideologies, i. e. the value
of different forms of visual communication within a certain online community
(e. g. activists, fans or gamers). The political potential of video-sharing websites
relies on the possibility for users to relate to represented spaces as part of their
everyday life and, at the same time, to perceive their own private spaces as
potentially representable and shareable. In short, networked visibility interferes
with topological visibility by making any space a potentially public one.
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