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A rt has never been a mere mirror up to nature, yet as in no
other medium has it been so easy to create a simulacra of
reality as with digital technology: a 'heterocosm', both simulating
the familiar while deconstructing it. This session brings together
three theoretical papers that explore how mimesis might be used
as a paradigm from which to explore the relationship between
the digital world, the analogue world, and the space between
them; digital surrogates and their analogue counterparts; how
familiar terms like object, imitation, copy, original function in
the digital realm; and the notion that a digital representation
may be more appropriately termed a simulacral identity,
reflecting, not the object itself, but our beliefs and conventions
about it. This session will explore digital representation as
conscious fashionings of hyper-reality, computational zones or
subspaces which employ the unreal and non-existent to recreate
the material world, pointing to the past, and the future, in
unexpected, fresh, or subversive ways

Being Digital, or Analogue, or Neither

John Lavagnino

When I speak of something being digital or analogue, I draw
on a connected pair of terms that is often thought to cover all
possibilities in a way that's theoretically well grounded. But the
origin of these two terms is not theoretical, and the conventional
opposition reflects a pragmatic view of approaches to making
computing machinery rather than deep and inherent qualities
of information. The two terms also do not exhaust the world:
most things are neither digital nor analogue, because those terms
describe information that has been carefully prepared for
machine processing. Nonmachines get by in the world without
that restriction of input.

The separate ideas of digital and analogue representation come
not from theory but from engineering. Digital representation
has its background prior to the days of the digital computer, in

the longer history of numerical calculating machines, and in
particular in the use of punch cards and tabulating machinery,
which could not only perform computations but provided ways
to manage large bodies of information. Analogue representation
goes back to a different tradition of calculating machinery, in
which physical operations that could be interpreted as
performing computations mattered much more than storage of
information in any quantity. In the mid-twentieth century, a
moment came when both approaches had significant
applications, and two separate strands of technological
development became a pair of options, both sometimes
applicable to the same tasks (Wiener; Mindell). Today the two
are commonly thought to exhaust all possibilities; but at the
same time there is a marked status hierarchy, as digital systems
continue to spread everywhere and analogue systems have a
minor or nearly invisible existence in unexciting devices like
thermostats. On this view, the digital has the prestige of being
made by us, and the analogue has the consolation of covering
everything that isn't manmade and a few things that are. Or, in
one very common version of this opposition, thought is digital
and reality is analogue.

Although many people assume in this way that everything is
either digital or analogue, most things aren't actually either,
because most things are not information prepared for machine
processing. All our machinery for processing information,
analogue or digital, has the common property of ignoring all
but a restricted slice of the world as we experience it, and having
no way to notice phenomena beyond that slice. We craft these
machines to work with particular inputs and sometimes learn
to change our behavior so that machines get the right sort of
input. Representations made for other purposes (art, in
particular) are based on selections, too, but because they are not
created to serve as a basis for computation they don't present
the same kind of claim to be authoritative versions of reality.
Nothing is digital or analogue until we actually get it into a
computational system; these properties result from our choices
about how to process reality, and are not inherent in reality itself.

If reality is not by default analogue, thinking is not by its nature
digital. Much work in artificial intelligence has been based on
the hypothesis that the brain and mind work like digital
computers: so that, while our current systems might be crude,
they are still on the right path of development towards the real
thing, and it's important that the real thing is digital. The
hypothesis has been highly productive as a basis for useful work,
but is at odds with the biological account of how the brain
works; John von Neumann argued that the brain's machinery
was essentially different from that of both digital and analogue
computers. That difference is unsurprising, since machines of
other kinds work very differently from biological systems with
comparable functions. The natural form of technology “is
typically tiny, wet, nonmetallic, non-wheeled, and flexible;
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