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Emmanuel Alloa und Eva Schürmann

Die Medien und die Künste

Zur Einleitung

 Medienkunst gibt es nicht erst, seitdem technische Medien sich ins Kunst-
geschehen einschalten. Vielmehr gab es medienfreie Künste noch nie, 

sei es, dass man unter Medien Bild, Klang, Licht, Raum oder Sprache versteht. 
Ebenso wenig sind Materialien wie Marmor oder Bronze, Töne oder Farben 
einem Kunstwerk jemals äußerlich, vielmehr entsteht ästhetische Bedeutung 
erst durch die jeweilige medial-materielle Konfiguration und ließe sich ohne sie 
gar nicht artikulieren.

Auf ihrem XII. Kongress im September 2024 in Fribourg hat die Deutsche 
Gesellschaft für Ästhetik medientheoretische Fragen in historischer oder zeit-
genössischer, in systematischer oder angewandter Absicht erneut zum Thema 
gemacht. Es ging dabei um den Eigensinn ikonischer, choreographischer, fil-
mischer oder architektonischer Artefakte, um die Analog-digital-Differenz, um 
die medialen Voraussetzungen in der Massenproduktion und -reproduktion von 
Kunst sowie um die Funktion von Medien bei der Verbreitung, Kommentierung 
und Archivierung künstlerischer Arbeit bis hin zum Einsatz von KI im Schaf-
fensprozess. Jede Kunst kann in diesem Sinne als Medienkunst gelten, wenn und 
weil sie mit Medien reflexiv und kritisch arbeitet und aufzeigt, wie diese arbeiten. 

Wenn es stimmt, dass sich der ästhetische Gehalt nie von dem materiellen 
Formungsprozess und die Botschaft nie von dem Transportmedium trennen 
lässt, wenn ästhetische Objekte sich im Gegenteil gerade durch die untrennbare 
Verwobenheit von Was und Wie auszeichnen, dann muss ästhetische Reflexion 
zwangsläufig auf den Stoff ebenso achten wie auf die Gegenstände, die daraus 
gemacht sind. 

Diese materialistische Rückbesinnung auf die Textur und die Gemachtheit 
ästhetischer Objekte hat in Fribourg eine gewisse Vorgeschichte: Jean Tinguely, 
dessen Geburtstag sich 2025 zum hundertsten Mal jährt, kam in der Stadt zur 
Welt und war ein Pionier der Medienkunst. Tinguelys kinetische Skulpturen, die 
jeder Virtuosität dezidiert entgegenarbeiten und für den Kollaps programmiert 
sind, zwingen die Betrachter:innen, auf das Räderwerk moderner Existenzwei-
sen – und auf deren Entgleisungspotenzial – zu achten. Tinguelys technopoe-
tische Einladung, in den Maschinenraum menschlicher Lebensformen zu bli-
cken, ist auch als Kritik am noch allzu heroisch verstandenen Avantgardismus 
etwa eines Jackson Pollock zu deuten. Uneingedenk seiner Zeitgenossenschaft 
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zu industrieller Massenverfertigung und zunehmender Serialisierung versprach 
der Abstrakte Expressionismus etwa die Rückkehr zur Spontaneität und zum 
Unwiederholbaren. Demgegenüber gibt Tinguely sich skeptisch und subvertiert 
diese ästhetischen Kategorien mit seiner verspielten und ironischen Werkserie 
Meta-Matic. Es sind regelrechte Kunstmaschinen, die die Figur des Künstlers 
vollends überflüssig werden lassen sollen. Bei jeder Inbetriebnahme der klapp-
rigen Mechanismen seiner kinetischen Skulpturen provoziert Tinguely die Kon-
sumgesellschaft mit Kunst aus dem Automaten.

Medienkunst sind Tinguelys Metamatics gleich in mehrfacher Hinsicht: Ers-
tens, und ganz grundsätzlich, führen sie den Werkstoff der Kunst vor, ihre un-
tilgbare Materialität. Zweitens hinterfragen sie klassische Gattungsgrenzen, 
etwa jene zwischen Skulptur und Zeichnung, aber auch zwischen Kunst und 
Technik, Serialität und Einzigartigkeit. Drittens subvertieren sie herkömm-
liche Konzepte der Autorschaft. Der Künstler hat jeden romantischen Genie-
Anspruch abgelegt und begreift sich ausdrücklich nicht mehr als Veranlasser, 
sondern nur noch als Vollstrecker der Kunst. Er fügt sich damit passgenau in die 
anbrechenden 1960er Jahre ein, die in der Literatur den Tod des Autors feiern. 
Umgekehrt überträgt sie jedoch auch das literarische Konzept der écriture auto-
matique des Surrealismus auf die bildende Kunst, sodass sich nun auch hier das 
graphische Werkzeug gleichsam verselbstständigt. In der surrealistischen Revo-
lution soll der Dichter, über das Verfahren der freien Assoziation, zum spiritisti-
schen Medium werden und verwirklicht damit das Programm, das in Stéphane 
Mallarmés berühmten Ausspruch enthalten war, nämlich das »kunstvoll be-
redte Verschwinden des Dichters« (disparition élocutoire du poète). Der Künstler 
ist kein Autor mehr, sondern gleicht mehr und mehr dem Rhapsoden, von dem 
schon Platon in seinem Frühdialog Ion spricht: ein Bote, der seine Botschaft von 
anderswoher – ursprünglich durch göttliche Eingebung – in Empfang nimmt. 
Allen Bestrebungen einer Verselbstständigung, allen Autonomieansprüchen der 
Kunst zum Trotz bahnen sich hier Momente einer Heteronomieästhetik an, dort 
nämlich, wo sich die Bestimmung der Sache immer schon von Aspekten der An-
dersheit durchsetzt sieht. 

Wer von einer Medialität der Künste spricht, spricht also unweigerlich von 
deren Alterität und davon, dass sie sich in einer expliziten und eindeutigen Bot-
schaft nicht erschöpfen. Sie verweisen stets auf Anderes und auf mehr, das im-
mer schon mit im Spiel ist. Zugleich handelt es sich aber auch um eine imma-
nente Alterität, um ein Anderes, das sich hier und jetzt dem Zugriff versperrt. 
Kunstwerken und ästhetischen Gebilden, Situationen und Erfahrungen allge-
mein eignet, dass sie nie ganz mit sich selbst zur Deckung kommen. Ein Spalt tut 
sich auf zwischen dem, was angezeigt wird, und dem Medium, in dem sich da et-
was zeigt. Anders als in kommunikativen Medien, die sich ihrer Aufgabe umso 
effizienter entledigen, als sie von ihrer eigenen materiellen Eigenheit ablenken 
und man über sie hinwegsieht, ist bei ästhetisch relevanten Medien der Gehalt 
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von der Halterung, die Botschaft von der Trägerschaft niemals ganz isolierbar. 
Das Tempo, mit der die musikalische Komposition ausgeführt wird, der Farbauf-
trag des Pinsels in der Malerei, die Montagetechnik im Film, die Körpersprache 
der Schauspielerin, aber auch die Eigenart der Störungen in der digitalen Glitch 
Art arbeiten mit der jeweiligen aisthetischen Konfiguration, die sich nicht rest-
los in eine entkontextualisierbare und übertragbare Botschaft übersetzen lässt: 
Im Moment der Unübersetzbarkeit ist zugleich eine gewisse materielle Unersetz-
barkeit angelegt. 

Der Kongress fragte nicht nur nach der Rolle von Medien in den Künsten, 
sondern auch – gleichsam in umgekehrter Verschränkung – nach der Funktion 
der Künste in den Medien. Wenn es stimmt, dass man an ästhetischen Objek-
ten, Situationen und Ereignissen besonders eingängig nachvollziehen kann, dass 
sich Form und Inhalt, Medium und Botschaft nicht voneinander lösen lassen, 
so muss man sich fragen, ob gängige, an kommunikativen Massenmedien ent-
wickelte Medienkonzepte wirklich so universell sind, wie sie behaupten. Das 
Medium lenkt, einem berühmten Bild Marshall McLuhans zufolge, die Aufmerk-
samkeit auf den Inhalt, so wie der Einbrecher ein Stück Fleisch mitführt, um den 
Hund abzulenken. McLuhan spricht diesbezüglich auch von einer narkotischen 
Wirkung der Medien, die dadurch transparent und unwahrnehmbar werden. 
Dass es jedoch ganz andere, nämlich zum Beispiel künstlerische Verwendungen 
von Medien gibt, bei denen über die Wesensart des jeweiligen materiellen Me-
diums keineswegs hinweggesehen wird, und gerade dessen opake Widerstän-
digkeit den Ausschlag gibt: genau darauf legt ästhetische Forschung den Nach-
druck. Wenn jede Kunst in diesem Sinne als Medienkunst zu gelten hat, dann 
insofern, als sie mit Medien reflexiv und kritisch arbeitet und aufzeigt, wie diese 
arbeiten. Genau darin liegt sozusagen ihr Stachel. 

Künste ohne Medien sind leer, soviel steht außer Frage, aber lässt sich im Um-
kehrschluss auch behaupten, dass Medien ohne Künste blind sind? Viele Kon-
gressbeiträge widmeten sich genau dieser letzten Frage, von den Keynotes durch 
Hito Steyerl, Lukas Bärfuss und Alexander Kluge bis zu einzelnen Sektionsvor-
trägen. Auf Einladung der Zeitschrift für Ästhetik und allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft 
konnte eine notgedrungen kleine, aber hoffentlich doch exemplarische Aus-
wahl möglicher Antworten darauf zusammengenstellt und publiziert werden.

Alva Noë vergleicht das mit Computern Machbare mit menschlichem Denken 
und Kreativität und beschreibt die Maschinen als Werkzeuge, die wie Modelle 
und Spielzeuge stellvertretend fungieren, aber keine eigenen Sprachen oder Be-
deutungen erfinden könnten. Dabei seien es gerade die ›Steine im Schuh‹, das 
heißt die Widerstände und Fehler, die menschliches Handeln und Lernen so 
kreativ machten, weswegen wir Computer nicht als eigenständige Akteure be-
trachten sollten.

Johannes Bennke untersucht die gesellschaftlichen, medialen und ästheti-
schen Dimensionen der auf Blockchain-Technologie basierenden Kryptokunst. 
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Er betrachtet diese neue Kunstform als ein Experimentierfeld für alternative 
Formen sozialer Organisation, die als solche freilich nicht neutral ist, sondern 
eine politische und epistemologische Dimension entfaltet. Die Technik ahmt da-
bei Prinzipien des Vitalismus nach und simuliert ein lebendiges Medium, das 
eine neue Form von Genealogie und Koexistenz schafft. 

Sebastian Lederle widmet sich dem Thema Prekarität aus verschiedenen Per
spektiven. Als Zustand der Unsicherheit und Destrukturierung, insbesondere 
in Gesellschaft und Arbeitswelt, ist das Prekäre nicht nur ein individuelles Pro
blem, sondern ein systemisches, politisch hergestelltes, das Zukunftsplanung 
und Lebensgestaltung erschwert und Verlust von Hoffnung und Solidarität mit 
sich führt. Als ästhetisches und mediales Phänomen reflektierten, so der Autor 
im Rekurs auf Luc Boltanskis Werk »Die Vorhölle«, künstlerische Darstellungen 
oft das Unbestimmte Entzugsgefühl, das mit Prekarität einhergeht.

Martin Seel rekonstruiert Kants Konzept der Sprache als ein Zusammenspiel 
von Artikulation (Wort), Gestikulation (Gebärde) und Modulation (Ton). Diese 
Dimensionen seien nicht nur für Sprache, sondern auch für alle Künste maß-
geblich, da literarische, bildende und musikalische Künste über alle medialen 
Grenzen hinweg miteinander interagierten. So könne die Musik etwa Sprach-
rhythmen übernehmen, Literatur visuelle Gesten enthalten oder bildende 
Kunst Bewegung suggerieren. Seel kritisiert die traditionelle Hierarchisierung 
der Künste und plädiert für ein »holistisches« Kunstverständnis, dessen Inter
medialität zuletzt auch die Philosophie bereichert. 

Luca Viglialoro zeichnet eine Verfallsgeschichte des Gemeinsinns im Rück-
griff auf Gianni Vattimo nach und fragt, ob Kunst noch eine kritische Funktion 
in der Medien-Sphäre ausführen kann oder nicht vielmehr zur Sinnspielerei ver-
kommt, wenn die Kunstproduktion durch Algorithmen typisiert und gar ste-
reotypiert wird. Beispiele wie die Werke von Refik Anadol oder Adam Basanta 
demonstrierten, wie KI Kunst erschafft und dabei den Diskurs um Produktion, 
Rezeption und Gemeinschaftsbildung transformiert.

Ludger Schwarte zeigt basierend auf Hegels philosophischen Überlegungen zur 
Kunst der Skulptur die Beziehung zwischen Materialität und Medialität, die in 
verschiedenen Epochen unterschiedlich ausbuchstabiert wurde. Eine Reihe von 
Fallbeispielen thematisiert, wie Inhalte, Materialien und Formen interagieren 
und wie sich die Darstellung von Individualität und Körperlichkeit entwickelt.

Emil Sennewald spielt am exemplarischen Fall des Furkapasses durch, wie die 
Medien Literatur und Fotografie die Wahrnehmung von Landschaft prägen bzw. 
überhaupt erst konstituieren. Medien wie die Fotografie dokumentieren dabei 
die Naturzerstörung (z. B. Gletscherschmelze), wirken jedoch zugleich als Teil 
des Problems, da sie ästhetisieren, distanzieren und so Handlungsimpulse neut-
ralisieren. Im Kontext eines neuen, ›toxischen‹ Erhabenen, bedürfe es einer an-
tirepräsentationalen Kunst des Veranschaulichens, die das Verschwinden anders 
ins Bild rückt. 
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Dieter Mersch fragt gegenwartsdiagnostisch nach einer zur Sprachlosigkeit 
verdammten Kunst angesichts politischer Katastrophen. Die Beziehung zwi-
schen Kunst, Ästhetik und Politik ist im Kontext von Krieg und humanitären 
Krisen, von Paradoxien und Aporien geprägt. Politische Kunst riskiert, ihre äs-
thetische Freiheit zu verlieren, während sie sich zugleich einer moralischen und 
politischen Verantwortung stellen muss und ihre Befähigung, das Unaussprech-
liche darzustellen, eine einzigartige Fähigkeit auszuspielen hat, will sie das Poli-
tische und das Menschliche in der Gegenwart kritisch beleuchten.

Christian Grüny erinnert an die Bedeutung von Institutionen, nicht nur im 
Sinne Dickies, und an das Greenberg’sche Motiv der Medienspezifität. Zuerst 
1940 formuliert und 1960 noch einmal erneuert, wie um ihr bereits erkennbares 
Ablaufen noch einmal aufzuhalten, bilde die These, dass die Künste an der Iso-
lierung, Reinigung und Reflexion ihres ureigenen Mediums arbeiten sollten, ja 
müssen, ein obstruktives Motiv innerhalb der Debatte über die Medialität der 
Künste. Medien allein böten keine zureichende Erklärung, Institutionen seien 
als Schlüssel zur Stabilität und Organisation künstlerischer Praktiken zu be-
greifen.

Christiane Voss widmet sich einer bislang vernachlässigten Kunstform, die 
gleichwohl seit den 1990er Jahren weltweit Verbreitung findet, nämlich skulptu-
ralen Werken, die inmitten von Kreisverkehren platziert werden. Diese Kunst-
form erfordere eine Neubestimmung, da sie weder dem traditionellen Kunst-
markt noch den etablierten Kulturinstitutionen zugeordnet werden könne, und 
sei damit ein Fall dessen, was Rosalind Krauss als ›Postmedialität‹ qualifiziert 
habe. Die Auflösung klassischer Mediengrenzen beschreibt Voss als »trafikale 
Metamedialität«, die im bewegten Austausch von künstlerischen Elementen, Re-
zipienten und Kontexten stattfinde und infrastrukturelle, technische und ästhe-
tische Aspekte von urbanen Landschaften miteinander verschränke.

Florian Arnold führt aus, wie jeder im neoliberalen Narzissmus-Management 
zum Medium seiner eigenen Kreativität aufsteigt und damit die vormaligen kri-
tischen Potentiale der Kunst absorbiert. Die Selbstermächtigung lebt in Gestalt 
einer Selbstbeschwörung fort. In Anbetracht dieser digitalen Dialektik der Auf-
klärung, bei der zuletzt und erneut Technik wieder in Magie umschlägt, behält 
die Kunst – so Arnolds These – nur dann ihren Gegenzauber bei, wenn sie sich 
als Theurgie der Aufklärung begreift. 

Christoph Haffter setzt sich in seinem Beitrag mit der Frage auseinander, ob 
die politische Bewegung des Operaismus in den italienischen 1960er und 1970er 
Jahren eine eigene Ästhetik hervorgebracht hat, die man als Medienästhetik be-
zeichnen kann. Tatsächlich geht es in den operaistischen Debatten zentral um 
die Frage, inwiefern die Fabrik selbst nicht nur ein Ort der Produktion, sondern 
auch ein Medium der Selbstverständigung und Selbstorganisation sein kann. 
Eine Allianz zeichnet sich ab zwischen dem politischen Aufbegehren in der 
post-industriellen Produktionsweise und den medialen Subversionen einer de-
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zentralen Kunstproduktion (allen voran Luigi Nono und Alberto Asor Rosa), die 
jedoch, wie Haffter argumentiert, auf historisch und politisch schwankenden 
Prämissen aufruhte. 

Mirjam Schaub unterzieht Walter Benjamins berühmten Surrealismus-Auf-
satz einer Relektüre, mit einem Fokus auf der Frage, wie und warum Radikalität 
plötzlich zur Insignie moderner Kunst gerät. Während Benjamin einerseits eine 
innige Durchdringung von Leiberfahrung und Bildraum erwartet, fürchtet er 
um die Fortexistenz des revolutionären Momentums. Denn ähnlich wie später 
im Kunstwerk-Aufsatz macht erst das Ästhetische das Politische überhaupt so-
zial verträglich. Für die Kunst bedeutet das umgekehrt, ihr ästhetisches Moment 
schluckt und wendet die politische Situation. Dieser unauffällige Wechsel im 
Medium – das Politische manifestiert sich in der Kunst (auf Straße wie im Kol-
lektiv) – wird als konterrevolutionäre Wendung untersucht, in der nicht nur der 
Surrealismus seine Unschuld verliert.

Lambert Wiesing schließt an Sartres Ausführungen zum Zusammenhang von 
Wahrnehmung und Selbstbewusstsein mit einer phänomenologischen Beschrei-
bung des Wahrnehmungsbewusstseins an. Jede Objektwahrnehmung sei von 
intrinsischer Selbstwahrnehmung begleitet, die uns nicht nur physisch und re-
lational in der Welt verortet, sondern spezifische Zumutungen impliziere. Appli-
kativ nutzt Wiesing Wölfflins Unterscheidung zwischen dem Linearen und dem 
Malerischen, um eine ›lineare‹ von einer ›malerischen‹ Selbstwahrnehmung zu 
unterscheiden. Erstere sei intentional auf individualistische Abgrenzung, letz-
tere auf Verbundenheit und ökologische Sorgfalt ausgerichtet.

Kathrin Busch erörtert im Rekurs auf den Autor und Aktivisten Paul B. Pre-
ciado das Konzept der Autotheorie (im Unterschied zur Autofiktion) als Theorie 
durch das Selbst und flankiert die Lektüre durch eine Gegenüberstellung mit der 
autobiografischen Schrift der US-amerikanischen Kulturtheoretikerin Maggie 
Nelson ›die Argonauten‹, in der es um queere Identitätsbildung und Gender 
Transformationen geht. Auf diese Weise werden Körper und Selbst als Medien 
der Theorie herauspräpariert.
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Alva Noë

Substitution and Resistance

An Essay on Why Computers Don’t

 Computers are cognitive proxies, like toys, words, pictures, and models in 
science. This explains their power, and it also explains their limitations. We 

use this kind of machine to amplify our meanings. But they are sources of none. 
This is why they play, or at least seem to play, our games so well; this is why 
they produce strings of words of our language. This is why they make no new 
games, no new language, no new meaning, of their own.

This isn’t a simple story, it’s a long story. Substitution is one of its themes, and 
I begin there.

1.

A child plays with a broom stick. It rides the broom stick like a horse. There is 
no requirement that the broom resemble a horse for it to be suitable for this pur-
pose. It is the kid’s determination to use of the broom in this way, or to regard 
the broom as it might regard a horse, that makes the broom a horse, for the kid 
anyway, however provisionally, at least in the setting of its imaginative play. 

The broom doesn’t much resemble a horse. But thanks to the power of sub-
stitution, it acquires horse characteristics. The brush is the rump; the top of the 
handle is the head; the child straddles the broom and so is able imaginatively to 
straddle the body of the horse.

The broom is now a substitute or a proxy horse. And now it does in fact 
come to resemble one, because, for one who participates and understands, it is 
now possible to think and feel and experience the broom in projective relation 
to horse-ness. It is the projection, the fantasy, the substitution, that grounds 
the newly established resemblance, and enforces it, rather than the other way 
around. It is important to appreciate that a more perfect horse copy — a horse 
replica — would be less suitable, not better suited, to play the role of a substitute 
horse for a child. It would be too huge, too heavy, too unwieldy.

A proxy horse is not a kind of horse. Obviously. Does the hobby horse eat and 
eliminate and neigh? Does it sleep standing up? These are questions are unmo-
tivated. No child would ever pose them or feel obligated to supply an answer. 
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The child understands what it is doing and what it has accomplished. The child 
controls its own imagination and rhetoric, usually anyway.

The example of the hobby horse is Gombrich’s.1 I follow him also in his sug-
gestion that it is our capacity, and our desire, in this way to substitute, or make 
substitutes, to treat one thing as a stand-in for another — or to treat it as a thing’s 
representative, much as we elect representatives and send them to congress — that 
is the ground of the more nebulous phenomenon of representation. We use words 
to think about things, and work with things; and we explore the visual proper-
ties of the world by creating visual world-stand-ins, namely pictures. Substitu-
tion is how we make meaning and reference. 

Here are some implications of this idea.
Words, pictures, hobby horses, and the like, are substitutes. They acquire 

their meaning derivatively from our ways of using them. It is not that there isn’t 
an actual word/thing relationship, or a broom/horse relationship. There is, but it 
obtains only in the setting of our work or play or fantasy, and is not antecedent 
to all that. Crucially, the words and pictures and sticks don’t mean what they 
do thanks to links to objects and entities. It is rather our use of the words and 
pictures and sticks as proxies that supplies those links. We set them up. We know 
horses, they matter to us, so we are motivated to treat something as a horse 
proxy. I know grandma, so I can treat this piece of paper as a grandma stand-in, 
her picture.

What governs the kid’s choice of precisely the broom as proxy horse? Well, 
its size, and weight, its general shape and rigidity, its availability. It would have 
been odd for the kid to pick a tea spoon for this job. But let’s not forget that no 
child would ever choose to make precisely this horse/stick substitution if not 
for the fact that, well, horses matter, and broom sticks are dime a dozen. This 
is a pretty old fashioned toy, a relic of a time when horses were central to our 
economic lives. 

So the child’s act of substitution was conditioned in all sorts of ways by the 
larger cultural situation. Indeed, from a certain point of view, we can view this 
playful fantasy as overdetermined, even governed by the demands and pressures 
of the wider horse-world.

Sometimes the question of what governs or licenses substitution is less im-
plicit, and may have a more juridical nature. In the Orthodox Church, for ex-
ample, it is acceptable to worship by praying to a piece of painted wood. There 
is no confusion here between God and a piece of wood. This is not idolatry. It is 
rather that the piece of wood is authorized to go proxy for the saint, or for Mary, 
or whatever, in the context of prayer, and in the setting of all the thoughts, emo-

1 E. H. Gombrich, “Meditations on a Hobby Horse or the Roots of Artistic Form,” in his Me-
diations on a Hobby Horse and Other Essays on the Theory of Art,” Phaeton Press, 1963. This essay 
was originally published in 1951.
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tions, and values that are active for us in prayer. What may go proxy for what 
is a matter of theological, even legal, that is to say, constitutional import. In the 
same way, there are rules and procedures that govern when a person can be sent 
to the capital as the representative, or proxy, of the people, or the constituency. 

Substitutional thinking is critical to the practice of empirical science, too. For 
what is a model but a carefully crafted proxy for thinking with. We model the 
atom, or the storm system, or the folded protein molecule, and so we can use the 
model to achieve cognitive access to these remote or invisible or only partially 
understood natural phenomena.

Two crucial additional points.
First, a model storm isn’t a storm, and a hobby horse isn’t a horse, but models 

and toys, and words and pictures, are genuinely meaningful; they can be very 
important to us. It is appropriate to pray to an icon, or to take pleasure in the 
sight of one’s beloved in a picture, or to study the model of a physical system in 
order the better to understand what is likely to happen. There is nothing pre-
tend, or deluded, or unreasonable in any of this. The emotion, the passion, the 
arousal to which substitutes can give rise in us is not itself in any way derivative 
or proxy-like.

Second, toys, pictures, models are instruments or tools or technologies of a 
very specific sort. They are tools for thinking, or showing, or referring; they 
are tools for making present; finally, they are instruments of access. Concepts 
themselves are skills of access, techniques for taking hold. So these devices of 
substitution are, in a way, implements for the extension and elaboration of our 
ability to enter into relationship with the world around us. To call something a 
substitute is not to dismiss its importance, but to signal the ways in which its 
importance is achieved.2

Back to our real question. What does any of this have to do with AI? Like 
other toys and tools, computers function in relation to our fantasy as substitutes. 
We supply their matter, their form, and their fuel. No machine does anything 
itself. This is something we know. After all, we set them up. We put them to 
work. We define the tasks we set them on. As I said at the outset: Computers are 
cognitive proxies, like toys, words, pictures, and models in science. This explains 
their power, and it also explains their limitations.

But then last us ask: Given this, where do we even get the idea that these 
products of our own invention might think, and feel and be consciousness?

I am reminded of a joke I once heard in a movie: a man goes to the rabbi and 
complains: “Rabbi, I don’t know what to do. My brother’s crazy. He thinks he’s a 

2 A number of the themes of the preceding paragraphs (e. g. models as substitutes, pictures 
as instruments of access) are developed at greater length in Alva Noë, Varieties of Presence, Har-
vard University Press, 2012.
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chicken.” The rabbi says: well why don’t you set him straight. The man replies: 
“I would, but I need the eggs.”3 — This is a joke about substitution and its power.

2.

Can machines think? This question strikes us as urgent today, given the new 
technologies, and the new enterprises, of what is called AI. 

Alan Turing, whose work inaugurated the whole project, dismissed this ques-
tion as, in his words, “too meaningless to deserve serious discussion.”4 Instead 
of trying to make a machine that can think, he was content to design one that 
might, for certain purposes, count as a reasonable stand-in or substitute for a 
thinker. 

Everywhere in Turing’s work, the focus is on imitation, replacement and sub-
stitution.

Consider Turing’s foundational work in mathematics. He invented a formal 
analog of the pre-theoretical idea of computation, that is, the idea of a proce-
dure (or recipe, or algorithm) whereby we achieve the solution to a complex 
problem by performing, step-by-step, a sequence of simpler, more primitive op-
erations. Turing proposed that we replace the familiar notion, roughly, that of 
computation or that of doing something mechanically, with his more precise 
one. Whether a given function is Turing-Computable is a mathematical ques-
tion, one that Turing supplied the formal tools to answer rigorously. But whether 
Turing-Computability serves to analyze or reveal the essence of computation, 
or mechanical decidability, as we understand these notions pre-theoretically, 
that’s not a question for math, but rather for philosophy. And this further phil-
osophical hypothesis — that Turing-Computability is Computability, sometimes 
known as Church’s Thesis, or the Church-Turing Thesis — was of no interest to 
Turing and presumably because it, also, was too meaningless to deserve serious 
discussion.

In the same anti-philosophical spirit, Turing proposed that we replace the 
meaningless question Can machines think? with the empirically decidable ques-
tion Can machines pass the Turing Test? To understand this proposed replacement, 
it is instructive to think through the test’s details.

Turing imagined the possibility of a game he dubbed the Imitation Game. 
The game is for three players, one man, one women, and one person whose 
sex — that’s the word Turing used — doesn’t matter. Each of these players has a 
different task. The person of unspecified sex, known as the interrogator, has the 
job of figuring out which of the other two is a man, and which a woman. The 

3 A variant on this joke is told in Woody Allen’s 1977 movie Annie Hall. 
4 A. M. Turing, “Computing machinery and intelligence,” Mind, Vol. LIX, No. 236, 1950: 442.
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woman’s task is to work as the interrogator’s ally, whereas the man’s is to cause 
the interrogator to make the wrong identification. 

This might make for a fun piece of adult entertainment. But Turing feared 
it would be too easy. Even today, when gender-experiment and explorations of 
the non-binary have become more familiar, it wouldn’t be hard, in most cir-
cumstances, to sort men and women on the basis of appearance alone. So to 
spice it up and make the game more interesting, Turing proposed to isolate the 
interrogator in a room by themselves, and to limit their access to the others to 
the posing of questions. And Turing adds: “In order that tones of voice may not 
help the interrogator, the answers should be written, or better still, typewritten. 
The ideal arrangement is to have a teleprinter communicating between the two 
rooms.”5

This game is called the Imitation Game presumably because the man, in his 
effort to mislead the interrogator, will attempt to pass himself off as the women. 
He will imitate the woman. He wins, and both the interrogator and the interro-
gator’s ally lose, if he carries off the imitation with success.

Even in this austere form, it’s noteworthy that this game might actually be 
a lot of fun. But it’s also hard not to be impressed by how very hard it would be 
for the interrogator to succeed. How can you tell what a person’s sex is, based on 
text messaging, if they are bent on deceiving you?

Now, to the main point: what’s the connection between the imitation game 
and machine intelligence? 

Turing explains: “We now ask the question, ‘What will happen when a ma-
chine takes the part of [the man] in this game ?’ Will the interrogator decide 
wrongly as often when the game is played like this as he does when the game 
is played between a man and a woman ? These questions replace our original,’ 
Can machines think ?’”6

Remember, the interrogator’s goal is not to out the computer; it’s to out the 
human players as having this or that sex or gender. But Turing’s question, the 
theoretically interesting one, is that of whether substituting a machine for one 
of the players has any effect on the interrogator’s overall measurable rate of 
success. It is this last question, whether or not there is an effect on outcomes, 
that is proposed, by Turing, to go proxy for the meaningless question whether 
machines can think. 

It is hard not to be impressed by the brilliance of the strategy. Instead of 
arguing about what thinking is, or consciousness, Turing envisions a scenario 
in which machines might be able to enter into and participate in a meaningful 
human exchange. Would their ability to do this establish that they can think, 
or feel, that they have minds as we have minds? These are precisely the wrong 

5 Turing op cit, 434.
6 Ibid.
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questions to ask, according to Turing, and he refuses to consider them. What 
he does tell us is that he thinks machines will get better and better at “partic-
ipating,” and he went so far as to venture a prediction: that by end of the cen-
tury — he was writing in 1950 — “general educated opinion,” in his words, “will 
have altered so much that one will be able to speak of machines thinking with-
out expecting to be contradicted.”

Despite Turing’s overt hostility to philosophy, it is possible to read him as act-
ing from a philosophical insight. No sane person can seriously doubt that there 
are other minds; that your friends and family and co-workers do not think and 
feel and fear and desire, just as you do, is not a possibility it would ever be rea-
sonable for you to take seriously. And that is true even though, as skeptical phi-
losophers have long insisted, no amount of evidence about what a person says, or 
does, or about what is going on inside their bodies, seems able to suffice to settle 
the question whether they think and feel. Witness debates about babies, animals, 
brain injury patients in “persistent vegetative state,” not to mention philosoph-
ical zombies, etc. From the engaged perspective, up-close, with others, the very 
idea that they might not really be there for us as they seem to be, is rationally 
unthinkable. But from the detached perspective, where we confine ourselves to 
measurements of physical states and behavior, viewed from a theoretical dis-
tance, the minds of others can barely even come to into focus as anything more 
than a most fragile hypothesis. It’s hard to avoid the conclusion that others show 
up for us not as posits about which we might be mistaken, but rather, as condi-
tions of the lives we share together, as inescapable facts about the world as we 
know it rather than as something we learn about, discover, or come to believe in. 

The upshot of this philosophical line of thought is that no amount of evi-
dence can secure other minds for us; a fortiori, no amount of evidence can justify 
our belief in machine minds. Turing seems to have appreciated that mind is al-
ways beyond belief, and it is this that motivates his conception of his own task: 
not that of proving that machines can think; but rather that of integrating ma-
chines into our lives so that the question, in effect, goes away, or answers itself.7

3.

In fact, Turing’s hostility to philosophy is more thoroughgoing and, I think, with 
far-reaching consequences. It is precisely the fact that philosophical questions 
(such as Are there other minds? Can machines think?) do not admit of positive 
answers — answers modeled on the kinds of answers we prize in empirical sci-

7 See my Out of Our Heads: Why You Are Not Your Brain and Other Lessons from the Biology 
of Consciousness (Farrar Strauss and Giroux, 2009) for more discussion of this idea that mind is, 
as described, beyond evidence.
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ence, answers for which there are, as Turing might have called them, decision 
procedures — that is the source of their value. Such questions become, for phi-
losophy, opportunities precisely to resist the answers that we think we must 
give, and so they demand a different kind of work of us, they demand that we 
rethink, reimagine, remake our understanding. Philosophy is radically produc-
tive precisely because its questions are, in Turing’s sense, undecidable. We will 
come to appreciate, in what follows, that Turing’s repudiation of philosophy has 
everything to do with the problematic value, and in some respects, the outright 
failure, of the whole AI project. And I say this advisedly, knowing that the engi-
neering accomplishments of would-be AI are more impressive now than many 
of us imagined would ever be possible. 

I am reminded in this connection of Husserl’s contention, in The Crisis, that it 
is the very success and astonishing power of the experimental science of New-
ton, and Galileo, and of Einstein and Schrödinger, rather than any weakness in 
this work, that is the origin of the crisis then facing Europe, and that now con-
fronts us all over again.8 Philosophy — with its indefatigable insistence on the 
value of what is not positive — cannot be silenced. But that’s precisely what Tur-
ing — and here he acts in concert with the social forces of science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics (STEM) — seems to demand, namely, that philos-
ophy cede its ground and leave consciousness, subjectivity, rationality, and the 
problems of value, to the “men and women in white coats.” 

I’ll try to explain this. Actually, Husserl, as we will see, is very much my 
guide here, for it turns out that not all of Turing’s replacements are quite so 
straight forward and transparent as they seem. Some of them are made surrep-
titiously — they are “surreptitious substitutions” — as Husserl’s own “Unterschie-
bungen” is translated in English — and this becomes a very important develop-
ment in our story.

Consider, first, Turing’s matter-of-fact suggestion that we replace talking by 
the use of a typed messages. He pretends that this is to make the game chal-
lenging and so worth playing. But the substitution of text for speech has an 
entirely different effect: to make the idea that machines might participate in 
the first place even intelligible. To appreciate this recall that a Turing Machine 
is a formal system. A formal system has a finite and formally specifiable alpha-
bet, rules for combining letters, and rules for transforming sets of well-formed 
strings of letters into other well-formed sets of strings of letters. Unless you can 
formally specify the inputs and the outputs, you can’t define a Turing Machine 
or a Turing-computation. But human language is not formally specifiable in this 
way. What are the concrete, formally describable inputs and outputs of human 

8 Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology: An In-
troduction to Phenomenological Philosophy. Translated by David Carr. Northwestern University 
Press, 1970.
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speech? Noises? patterns of nervous stimulation? Sense data? These questions 
have no fixed sense, not in Turing’s day, and, I believe, not in ours either.

By filtering all exchange, all communication between people, through trans-
missions of typed text, in the name of making the game harder, Turing actu-
ally — and really this is a sleight of hand — sweeps the problem of inputs and 
outputs under the rug. For text — and this is the crucial point — is formally spec-
ifiable in precisely the way that speech is not and thus text can serve, in a way 
that speech cannot, as a computationally tractable input or output. (Crucially, 
“text” here does mean literary text, or writing more generally, but “text message” 
or “string of letters.”)

Turing might push back: intelligent text-based communication would be a 
machine accomplishment that is impressive enough. 

And that’s true. But it misses my point. It is one thing to make bots that can 
deal with us, in our worlds, and so enter into the kind of meaningful lives with 
us that crowd out the very possibility of putting their mind and agency into 
doubt, and quite another to modify our worlds into, as it were, playgrounds for 
bots. But that’s what is accomplished, however provisionally, by the surreptitious 
substitution of keyboard-based transactions for ordinary meaningful human life 
and work together.

Fast forward. Today we live under the regime of the keyboard (or its virtual 
screen-based analog). We bank online, we date online, we work on line, we re-
ceive medical care online, some people orient their sexual lives to digital or on-
line situations. Increasingly we teach online, and publish online, and perform 
our dances and our music online, and the online space is where we conduct our 
most important commercial transactions, the buyings and sellings, not just of 
groceries, and books, and wedding rings and outfits, but of cars and houses, too. 
The really striking thing is that it wasn’t that long ago that we did none of this 
online. Turing and his  descendents may or may not have made smart machines, 
but they have definitely transformed our lives — here we are, hunched over a 
keyboard, typing, clicking, swiping, compressing our very being so that it fits 
through a keyboard portal — in ways that seem to have the effect of putting us 
on all fours with machines. 

Actually, there is a more important point, familiar to all of us, although of-
ten neglected: all our swipes and clicks and searches and online encounters, 
whether commercial, erotic, professional, or whatever, leave traces in data space 
that, like the expanding root network under a tree, rivals in complexity the sur-
face activity of which it is the mirror. The upside-down network of data traces 
is not there for us — no more so than the atoms, and molecules and cells we shed 
continuously — but it is the data body, the vein, where the bot-like probes we 
have made are intended to do their sorting, their earth moving, their mining.

Hubert Dreyfus laid down the challenge, to engineers and capitalists, that AI 
was barking up the wrong tree, supplying machines with ever greater powers 
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of inference and construction, all the while missing the point that Dasein’s re-
lation to its world is not based on thought and rational detachment in this way.9 
Putting aside the question whether the newer neural-net based, deep learning 
AI systems might have satisfied Dreyfus, the thought I wanted to share here is 
just this: Under the regime of the keyboard, as I am calling it, ours has become a 
text-based data world, or least it’s trending that way, and all of the successes that 
AI now seems to enjoy — all of them — depend on the fact that the world has been 
reengineered in this way. Instead of meeting Dreyfus’s challenge, the engineers 
have found a work-around. Instead of making machines into minds, it is Turing’s 
legacy that we are turning minds into machines. 

Well, actually, not really. 
To see why not, let’s dive a little deeper into the idea of text and its relation to 

what I have been calling meaningful human exchange. Writing is in fact of its 
nature a kind of substitution system. We use writing to give a face to language. 
Writing is a kind of shared model of what language looks like. Nowadays, in 
our scriptoral culture, we find it second nature to speak of writing down what 
we are saying, and we think of words, or things we say, as write-down-able, as 
spell-able.10 This is a hard won capacity. Speech is breathy, and hot, in the throat 
and diaphragm, worked with the lips and the tongue and the mouth, and always 
with others, near, together in space. Speech is shared, collective, and inarticu-
late, like dancing, or wrestling, or making love. We articulate it finally under 
the pressure of cooperation, negotiation, co-creation, flirtation, consolation, and 
also in giving, pleasuring, soothing, as well, as in taking and violating. Writing 
is, among other things, an instrument of our self-understanding, a device for 
reifying, simplifying, and adjudicating. In a sense writing falsifies the speech 
for which it goes proxy — what does a typed sentence have to do with language’s 
wet muscularity? — but in other ways writing scaffolds and enhances language 
so that it can become what it truly is.

One upshot, then, is this: the text modality that Turing Machines are built 
for is no microcosm of language. A good analogy for the relation between text 
and speech, but only a partial one, would be that of the conventional musical 
notation and music. Notation is a tool that comes to life in music making rather 
than being, as it were, music itself. And so with text: an entity that is confined 
to text-strings is not capable of autonomous communication and would be like a 
musician that knows nothing but notation.

But there is a second point that comes into focus. It’s hard to think of any-
thing that is more deliberately inculcated into our kids than writing. From the 
earliest age our children are made to play out, work out, reimagine their linguis-

9 Hubert L Dreyfus, What Computers Still Can’t Do: A Critique of Artificial Reason, The MIT 
Press, 1972.

10 The idea that ours is a “scriptoral” culture is due to Roy Harris. See his The Origin of Writ-
ing, Open Court, 1986.
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tic lives in relation to a model of what they are doing that is graphical; the sound 
“cat” acquires a new personality as kids are taught to think of it as put together 
out of three Letter-Sounds C-A-T; in this way we remake ourselves and our chil-
dren in the image of this technology, this substitution system. All of us are in 
this way remade. And of course it’s harder for some of us than for others. Lan-
guage norms, in the form of the regime of the written word and the keyboard, 
rule over us, but without consent of the governed.11 

But those very norms, those impositions, this oppression, serve as an instru-
ment in a new sense as well: as instruments of liberation and change. We use lan-
guage to think about language, and thus to think about ways to use language 
differently. This normative circular energy is always at work in our lives. We 
meet it when communication breaks down between us, which it frequently does. 
We don’t stop then, and go home; we explain, we rephrase, we clarify, that is, we 
make new language together, and we use the resources of language — e. g. writ-
ing — to enable us to do so. 

We become what we are as users of language by inhabiting habit, by succumbing 
to skill, but then, also, by resisting, and so by changing language, and ourselves.

A few years ago the psychologist Tom Griffiths argued that cognitive science 
should adopt a comparative approach to mind.12 Human minds need to be stud-
ied in comparison not only with animal minds, but also with so-called machine 
minds. As an example of the kind of insights he thought such a comparative ap-
proach might yield, he adduced language. Humans, he suggested, were confined 
to using codes to transmit messages to each other. Machines, in contrast, could 
enjoy the direct transmission and sharing of contents, through hard wiring and 
shared information work spaces. 

Here we see the legacy of Turing’s surreptitious substitution. Griffiths, at 
home with comfortable use of text-strings as a proxy for language in a narrow 
range of circumstances, and always only against the background of our thicker 
lives with language, forgets that that is what text is. Language is not message 
transmission and receipt. Language is not really about communication at all. 
Language is a modality of social being and entanglement.

The upshot, for present purposes, is that a machine that can merely partici-
pate in textual exchanges modeled on the text-message — even one that can bur-
row through the data structures that reflect our lives under the regime of the 
keyboard and make use of powerful predictive models that lets it find the right 
next word, and the next and the next and the next — is not really participating 
in anything at all. Unless of course we appreciate that it is participating for us, 
as our proxy, or better put, that we are using it as an instrument. Such a machine 

11 See my Strange Tools (Farrar Strauss and Giroux, 2015) and The Entanglement (Princeton 
2023) for more on language and writing.

12 See Thomas L. Griffiths, “Understanding Human Language Through Human Limita-
tions,” Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 2020.
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remains a very fancy, hugely complicated, hobby horse. It remains something 
that elaborates meanings, but always only, as it were, from below, from under-
neath the space of meaning. For these are our meanings. Which is of course not 
to deny that the digital proxy lets us do new things, play new games, make new 
discoveries. But again, it only ever plays our games. 

This sets the stage for the next point.

4.

The substitution of text for speech is not the only sleight of hand at work in Tur-
ing’s 1950 paper. The other is introduced even more surreptitiously; it is barely 
mentioned. This is the substitution of games and games playing for, in effect, life 
(or meaningful human exchange).

Games, especially games articulated under the regime of the keyboard, are 
good candidates for Turing Computability. This is because games are designed 
meaning spaces, apparently crystalline structures of intelligibility, where rules 
constrain what you can do, and where unproblematic values (points and goals, 
score keeping) as well as criteria of success and failure, victory and defeat, are 
usually clearly defined. Games are little virtual words that are, in a way, ready 
made for exploitation using the methods of Turing Computation (whether of the 
good old fashioned programmed variety, or the new methods of deep learning, 
self-reenforcement, etc). Computers — especially those designed according to the 
models of today’s deep learning systems, etc — are like little worms that, as we 
have learned, can explore and, for us, disclose the new corners and new possi-
bilities in our crystalline, explicit game worlds.

It is a striking fact — I’ve mentioned it already a couple of times — that how-
ever well machines play our games, they never make games of their own. To 
appreciate the significance of this, we need to think again about games and 
their place in our lives. Games are not in fact little crystalline worlds, model-like 
structures, apart from life; in fact, they belong to life; and we don’t play them 
freely; and when we play them, it isn’t always just for fun.

Thi Nguyen has advanced the idea that games support a kind of art of agency, 
for the game lets the player take on roles, and thus perform experiments in 
role-playing. But things are not and never have been all peaches and cream in 
this way.13

Despite the illusion of freedom of choice produced by the online cultures of 
Spotify and Netflix, most of us no more choose our games than we choose our 
language or our dialects. We talk the way we are expected to talk; we become 
the people we are expected to be. And so with games. Hand ball, softball, kick 

13 See Thi Nguyen’s Games: Agency as Art, Oxford 2020.
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ball, whatever. These are the games that there are in the ecosystem of the play-
ground. Kids are expected, or maybe even forced to play, as well as to endure 
the Lord-of-the-Flies-esque ritual of picking sides. Playing well, being a winner, 
being a loser, these are not roles we play. This is our lot, our destiny. 

No doubt, some people flourish and succeed, and yes, games play can be fun; 
but this doesn’t make the stakes any less perilously high.

Somehow we forget that games, in truth, are implicitly, or potentially, violent 
contests; they are proving grounds, and it is we who are tested and we whose 
limitations are exposed, or whose powers as well as frailties are put on display. 

To play a game, then, is to dedicate oneself to the socially significant and po-
tentially costly work of achievement. Is this bad? No. Might it be good, or even 
socially necessary. Maybe. I don’t know. But it’s not free and easy experimenta-
tion with agency. Nor is it ever really separate from, safely insulated from, the 
larger life-world in which the games play is situated.

If life were a game, then it would be, in James Carse’s sense, an infinite 
game.14 Such a game never ends, has no goals, there are no rules and the idea of 
winning makes no sense. Finite games, for their part, in contrast, are not free 
floating spaces for safe play and experimentation; they are more like factories or 
barracks; they are sites of social regimentation and downward pressure.

With this on the table, we can start to appreciate that machine games play-
ers are, like submarines, built to thrive precisely under the downward pressure; 
they are designed to implement the rules, to serve as enforcers of the game’s op-
pressive logic. We wind up these computational proxies, turn them on, and they 
perform and conform, perfectly; they sustain the performance, they manifest 
readily to the proscribed demands of the game task. Such game machines beat 
us every time, but this is because, in a way, they aren’t really playing. The real 
game, the real task, the one we play when we sit down to play against person or 
machine, is to manage to survive the contest. Alpha Go and Alpha Chess play 
games, then, in something like the way player pianos make music.

Real games playing happens at the place where the downward arrow of pres-
sure to embody the rules, techniques and values get entangled with the upward 
arrow of our resistance, due to our fragility, our inability perfectly to incorpo-
rate these meaning structures, our tendency now to get lost and now to just say 
no, to quit the game, or challenge the rules keepers, to invent a different game.

Wittgenstein wrote that a philosophical problem has the form: I don’t know 
my way around.15 I’m lost. We human beings tend, in fact, to get lost in the sys-
tems of meaning, technology, and organization of which we are not the authors 
but which continuously assert their government over us. To be lost is not merely 

14 James P Carse, Finite and Infinite Games: A Vision of Life as Play and Possibility. Free Press, 
1986.

15 L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, Macmillan, 1953, § 123.
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to lack knowledge, nor is it merely to be unable to use the knowledge one has, to 
find one’s way home; to be lost is also always to be disoriented, afraid, disabled. 
It is because we are lost, that we seek to be found. This is why we make art and 
why we make philosophy. We seek to unveil ourselves to ourselves so that we 
may be found. No computer has ever been lost. Which is just to say that comput-
ers aren’t really in the game.

I had a friend once who played competitive chess. These days kids gather on 
chess.com. He played competitive chess face to face with live opponents in hotel 
ball rooms filled with hundreds of kids. He suffered from stomach cramps and 
would sometimes leave the table, during a match, to vomit in the corner. The 
vomit is no accidental epiphenomenon, an external of no essential meaning to 
the game. No, games without vomit — or at least the live possibility that it could 
come to that — would be like language without real speech. Which is just to say 
that these games, these human activities, are very different than they come to 
seem when we view them through the frame of text and notation. The game is 
not a digital phenomenon. It is not a computational phenomenon, even though 
we can usefully model aspects of the game as such. So yes, we lose to the com-
puter every time. We lose; we play against the machine; we learn, maybe, by 
studying the machine; but the machine itself does not even play, no more than 
the broom stick does.

5.

The regime of the keyboard is not confined to language. Consider the musical 
case. The piano is an instrument. It’s a fait accompli. We encounter the piano. 
We don’t invent it. The piano is a machine that pre-exists us and demands our 
submission. It is very selective, and very demanding. Only a person of the right 
stature is welcome. To learn to play the piano is to be changed by it, worked over 
by it, made to adapt one’s body to it, that is, to learn skills and new habits that 
put oneself together in a new way. Under the regime of the piano keyboard, it is 
demanded, in a way, that we become player pianos.

But there’s more. The piano is the machinic construction and elaboration of 
a musical culture. The piano, which is in fact the invention of a particular time 
and place, installs a conception of what is musically legible, intelligible, per-
mitted, and possible. It is a quasi- digital system, in which tones are the work 
of key strokes, and in which intervals, scales, and harmonic possibilities are 
controlled by the machine’s design and manufacture. A piano is an almost Rube 
Golberg-esque contraption made up of nearly 12,000 pieces of wood, steel, felt, 
and wire, but it exerts an almost authoritarian governance over individual play-
ers and indeed, to some extent, over a musical culture.
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So to learn piano is to become the subject of a musical regime of the key-
board. But no human can submit that far; we are not player pianos. To play, for 
us, because we are not machines, is, inevitably to mess up, to struggle. Practice 
is hard, and people are more or less able to master the instrument’s demands. 
But this fact — the difficulty we encounter in the face of the keyboard’s insis-
tence — although it stops us being player pianos, is just is what is required if 
we are to be piano players. For it is the players fraught relation to the machine, 
and to the history and tradition that the machine imposes on us, that supplies 
the true raw material of musical invention and participation. Music, like all art, 
finds its raw materials in the ways we find ourselves organized, controlled and 
limited. And music, like all art, is a quest for emancipation and reorganization. 
We make art out of the chains that bind us. And so the artist resists the digital, 
denies the keyboard by mastering the keyboard. The artist slaps, bangs, shouts 
out, sings along, pushes on the limits of time and amplitude; the artist rages 
against the machine, and so lets the machine be a vehicle, not so much of habit, 
as of transgression. To be a piano player, an artist, rather than a player piano, 
is to do battle with the forces of control that the keyboard itself embodies. The 
artist takes a machine, a piece of technology, that comes with a user manual, 
and turns it into pure opportunity. 

Human music making, far from being the working out of possibilities im-
posed by the keyboard, is an active resistance to those limitations and possibili-
ties and insistence on making art out of them. Music resides in the entanglement 
between government and control.

Now computers are stuck being player pianos. They mine the data of the 
built-in pre-articulated meanings of which the piano is, in a way, a working 
model. Computers play piano, and make music, the way they play our games. 
They are like maggots that burrow their way through the flesh of our lives; they 
chew along the pathways of rules and definitions; the gobble up text and digita-
lia. They don’t ever really play.16

If you think of human agency and mind coming into being in the entangle-
ment of the downward pressures of habit, rule, conformity and meaning, on the 
one hand, and resistance and disability on the other, then computers, we start 
to appreciate, are precluded from this productive entanglement. Computers, in 
effect, model one aspect of ourselves — our disposition to learn, to acquire hab-
its, to navigate meanings. But computers never make music, and they never play 
games, primarily because they never say no, they never encounter the “I can’t.”

So to summarize: it is a false picture of what playing is, or what games are, 
of what art is, of what languaging is, of what meaningful exchange among peo-
ple is, and it is amnesia in relation to the substitutions of our own doing that 

16 In truth, describing bot-like proxy tools as maggot-like attributes to them too much 
agency, too much motivation, too much genuine existence.



	 Substitution and Resistance	 27

ZÄK Sonderheft 27

make technology and meaning possible, that lets us get away with talking as if 
our machinic proxies themselves play or participate or even do anything at all. 
Agency, play, language, participation are meaningful to us, precisely thanks to 
the fact that they are hard for us, and that therefore, we are forced, as it were, 
to try to find ourselves and change ourselves so that we may cope. Our play is 
always the work of growth, change and, even, in small ways, revolution. We 
change the world in the act of trying to conform to it. And we are, ourselves, 
not fixed, not stable, but always becoming. Computers, like broom sticks, are 
not participants. And so it remains true, as Dreyfus argued, after Heidegger and 
Merleau-Ponty, that computers are always left out, unable to affect the contact 
that only participation makes possible

6.

What could ever lead us to take seriously the thought that these devices of our 
own invention might actually understand, and think, and feel, or that, if not 
now, then later, they might come one day to open their artificial eyes thus fi-
nally to behold a shiny world of their very own? One source might simply be 
the sense that, now unleashed, AI is beyond our control. Fast, microscopic, dis-
tributed, and astronomically complex, it is hard to understand this tech, and it is 
tempting to imagine that it has power over us.

But this is nothing new. The story of technology — from prehistory to 
now — has always been that of the ways we our entrained by the tools and sys-
tems that we ourselves have made. Think of the pathways we make by walk-
ing. To every tool there is a corresponding habit, that is, an automatized way of 
acting and being. From the humble pencil, to the printing press, to the internet, 
our human agency is enacted in part by the creation of social and technological 
landscapes that in turn transform what we can do and so seem, or threaten, to 
govern and control us.

But it is one thing to appreciate the ways we make and remake ourselves 
through the cultural transformation of our worlds through tool use and tech-
nology, and another to mystify dumb matter put to work by us. If there is intelli-
gence in the vicinity of pencils, shoes, cigarette lighters, maps, or calculators, it 
is the intelligence of their users and inventors. The digital is no different. 

The telling fact: Computers are used to play our games; they are engineered to 
make moves in the spaces opened up by our concerns. They don’t have concerns 
of their own, and they make no new games. They invent no new language.

The British philosopher R. G. Collingwood noticed that the painter doesn’t 
invent painting, and the musician doesn’t invent the musical culture in which 
they find themselves.17 And for Collingwood this served to show that no per-

17 Collingwood, The Principles of Art. Oxford, 1938.
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son is fully autonomous, a God-like fount of creativity; we are always to some 
degree recyclers and samplers and, at our best, participants in something larger 
than ourselves. 

But this should not be taken to show that we become what we are (painters, 
musicians, speakers) by doing what, for example, LLMs do, i. e. merely by getting 
trained up on large data sets. Humans aren’t trained up. We have experience. 
We learn. And for us learning a language, for example, isn’t learning to gener-
ate “the next token.” It’s learning to work, play, eat, love, flirt, dance, fight, pray, 
manipulate, negotiate, pretend, invent and think. And crucially, we don’t merely 
incorporate what we learn and carry on; we always resist. Our values are always 
problematic. We are not merely word generators. We are makers of meaning.

We can’t help doing this; no computer can do this.18

18 A version of this essay was presented at the Simon Silverman Phenomenology Sympo-
sium at Duquesne University in 2024 and then, later that year, at the Congress of the German 
Society for Aesthetics. A portion, much shorter, and very reorganized and reworked, was pub-
lished under the title “Rage against the machine,” at the online journal Aeon in October 2024. 
A German translation of the Aeon article was published online at Republik.ch in February 
2025. I am grateful to these societies and journals for permission to reuse some of that material 
again here in what is in fact the original version. 




