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RESPONDING TO CHERRYPICKER

Stan Portus

UFOS, mermaids, divers, crabs, aliens, rockets or rocks,
bigfoot, angels, presidents, public sex, area 51, time travel-
lers,the Moonlanding, cloud formations, firesand the smiles
of celebrities. These are just some of the things that flash
before your eyes in Ellie Wyatt’s 2021 online video work
cherrypicker as soon as you press ‘play’. Picked out by a red
circle which does not change in size but shifts from a solid to
a dashed line, moves from sharp to hazy and varies in thick-
ness, the images appear for fractions of seconds, before
more images appear, nudging your brain along. It’s tempting
to try and figure out a narrative through the images that ap-
pear in front of you, but quickly you give over to the visual
association, flickering circle and audible drone. The images
come from night cameras, CCTV, dash cams, aerial photog-
raphy, maps, CGland celebrity news, toname afew sources.
They reflect, in short, the kinds of media you willingly or un-
willingly see on the internet. And like what you doom scroll
and sift through, you’re not sure if the images repeat. You’re
not sure what has passed you by.

Watching cherrypickerfeels analogous with being on-
line today. It’s an experience markedly different from the
early days of the internet, where the web was seen as having
the potential to empowerindividuals and expose them to the
wonders of the world and like-minded people. It’s also differ-
entfromtheinternetadecadeago, whichwascharacterised
by the WikiLeaks disclosures and network-based activism.
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Yes, thereis stillasense of being an active participanton the
internet, discovering kindred spirits, swiping and clicking
through media as well as creating our own, in the form of
tweets, stories, reels and posts. But underneath this there
is a passivity, much like the viewing of cherrypicker: plat-
forms serve you images, videos and texts; we follow a plat-
form’s logic rather than our own.

In his 2017 book Psychopolitics, named after the study
of psychological aspects of political behaviour and struc-
tures, Byung-Chul Han explores how neoliberalismand anew
regime of technological domination now utilise the produc-
tive force of the psyche. Through the internet and smart de-
vices, people are now treated as producers of data and con-
sumers across all aspects of life, including politics. But it
wasn’t always like this. Byung-Chul Han points out that ‘the
internet was celebrated as a medium of boundless liberty’,
encapsulated by Microsoft’s1994 slogan‘Where doyouwant
to go today?’' The freedom and communication promised by
the internet has become a means of control and surveillance.
For Han, social media is integral to this. It acts as a panopti-
con watching over the social realm, exploiting it in the pro-
cessand capitalisingon people’s willingness to expose them-
selves. By engaging with ‘digital panopticon’, people are not
surrendering data under duress but offering it freely.2

The fact we publicise personal information on the in-
ternet and hand over data about ourselves plays a partin the
fact we are entering an age of digital psychopolitics. ‘Big
Data’,asHancallsit,canbeusedtopredicthumanbehaviour
and ‘means that the future is becoming calculable and con-
trollable’.® We aren’t just surveilled but our actions further
expose our desires, wants and wishes. For Byung-Chul Han,
technological power, whose ‘signal and seal’ is the like but-
ton, has eliminated free choice and replaced it with free se-
lection of what’s on offer.* It canfeel asif ‘Where do you want
to go today?’ should be turned from an open question into a
statement: ‘this is where you will go today’.

As you read search engine results pages or scroll
through social media, it can be unclear why you are seeing
whatyou are seeing. Since theinception of personalised web
searchesin2005 (‘Personalisationis subtle — at firstyoumay
not notice any difference’, reads a Google blog from the
time)® to today’s aggressive TikTok algorithm (which can
snare people into endlessly viewing the hate speech of peo-
ple like social media personality and renowned misogynist
Andrew Tate),® there can be a sense that what you view and
engage with online presents a cohesive world view. Like in
cherrypicker, these apparently logical worlds can change so
quickly that querying what you are looking at can feel a lot
harder than riding the free association — let the links mani-
fest later, see where you end up in the flow of endless, dis-
jointed imagery and information.

Trying to comprehend what is in front of you — and to
even engage with it critically — can lead you down the rabbit
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hole to a place devoid of sense and removed from reality.
Your clicks increase page views, dwell times and engage-
mentratesinthe process. Building connections and mapping
isn’t just the pastime of 5G sceptics or chemtrail fanatics. It
is — or can be — a logical way to piece the world together.

The epitome of this logic in our media-saturated age
is arguably what Eyal Weizman calls ‘image complexes’.
Weizman says we can no longer rely on what is captured in
single images. With the proliferation of recording devices
such as cameras and smartphones, there is an increase in
the number of primary sources in conflict zones. While this
expansion of information can help dispel lies and challenge
official narratives,itcanalsobe usedtocreate newones,and
a secondary conflict occurs around authenticity, veracity
andinterpretation. The challenge, then,istoverify the truth-
fulness of sources, locations and even the composition of
scenes. As aresult, Weizman says we must rely on complex-
es that are ‘a time-space relation between dozens, some-
times hundreds of images and videos that were generated
around incidents from multiple perspectives including
ground, air and outer space’.”

Thisisan‘active practice’ which multi-disciplinary re-
search group Forensic Architecture, founded by Weizman,
uses to understand some of the most horrific events imag-
inable, from airstrikesin Syria to the police shooting of Mark
Duggan-®® However, it can be understood as a general con-
cept of how we often work to make sense of the flow of im-
agery and information around us. Looking at a picture, claim
orstoryandasking, ‘isthistrue?’isasensation many willhave
had in the haze and turmoil of online culture. Assessing the
veracity of information and its relationship with other
sources is a necessary part of existing in the contemporary
world where, as Franco Bifo Berardi writes, ‘history has been
replaced by the endless flowing recombination of fragmen-
tary images’.'® From scrolling through and posting on social
mediatowatchingandreadingaccountsofreal-world events
as they emerge, we’re all engaged in creating image-com-
plexes — or even image-text-complexes — of our own.

This can reveal the truth of the world and events, but
it can also lead to the proliferation of lies, as Weizman says
of primary sources in conflict zones." The construction of
these complexes works to create narratives, an essential
navigationaltoolintheonslaught ofinformation. Narratives,
synthesised from flows of information, are often simplifica-
tions. Afterall, no single story can account for the complex-
ity of the world. In his 2018 book New Dark Age James Bridle
describes the drive to create narratives to understand the
world as a paranoid state where the failure to comprehend
complexity leads to a demand for more information, further
clouding and bifurcating understanding. Bridle says this
works to an extreme with conspiracy theories. He cites
chemtrails as an example where ‘its adherents believe in
fractal versions of the same idea’.”
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This is the seduction of conspiracy theories on the internet:
regardless of the segmentation or differentiation in ideas,
the horrors we sense in the world are given expression by
what we discover as we seek out explanation.

While this might seem like the terrain of the delusional,
we are all affected. To varying degrees nearly all of us are
dragged down algorithmic wormholes providing an ‘endless
echo chamber of supportive opinion’.”® This echo chamber
and support appeals to abaseline desire for connection and
relation, while obstructing the possibility of a common
reality.

As Hannah Arendt notesin The Human Condition: ‘The
presence of others who see what we see and hear what we
hear assures us of the reality of the world and ourselves’.
Arendt says the fully developed private life of the modern
age leads to intensified and enriched subjective emotions
and private feelings and ‘this intensification will always
come to pass at the expense of the assurance of the reality
of the world and men’."* For Arendt, then, the intensification
of subjective emotions and private feelings is in negative
correlation with an assurance of reality.

The Human Condition was published in 1958 but it feels
like a prescient claim for the current internet age, where un-
derstanding the world often comes through solitary expo-
sure through smart devices and siloed online groups rather
than engagement with people in physical space. The cen-
tralised power of platforms like Facebook can be used to
feed different groups different truths, furtherisolating indi-
viduals and groups. Furthermore, A/B testing can be lev-
eraged to intensify the potency of falsehoods and exploit-
ative messages. The consulting firm Cambridge Analytica’s
involvement in the 2016 American election shows this ma-
nipulationinthe extreme.’” By harvesting personaldatafrom
over 50 million Facebook profiles, Cambridge Analytica
could help build psychological profiles of voters to then es-
tablish the best ways to sway opinion through refined and
targeted political advertising. It has been reported, if not
officially proven, that Donald Trump’s presidential campaign
used the harvested data to present Trump supporters with
triumphant visuals of the President-to-be while swing vot-
ers were shown negative graphics and ideas about Trump’s
opponent, Hillary Clinton.

The sense of being exposed to an abundance of un-
provable facts and provable falsehoods can overwhelm and
lead to what Matthew Fuller and Eyal Weizman describe as
hyperaesthesia, ‘a neurological condition in which sense
perceptionradically overloads’.'* The multiplication ofimag-
es and information may seem like a natural state of the inter-
net but it’s also a form of aesthetic politics and a tactic: in-
stead of denying or removing information from the public
domain, more images and information can be added to the
flow to drown out truths. This is a technique often used by
conspiracy theorists such as Holocaust Deniers, who will
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buryimages that demonstrate culpability under more imag-
es devoid of responsibility or historical fact.

Hyperaesthesia stands in the way of sense-making,
stupefying and numbing people to what’s around them, mak-
ing understanding the world through complexes of informa-
tionandimagesatroublesometask.cherrypickerevokesthis
overwhelming sensation, inducing its own small-scale hy-
peraesthesiathroughabarrage ofimagestoofleeting to fully
register.

Like hyperaesthesia, cherrypicker is ‘akin to the old
figure of the alchemist orthe magiciandrivenmad, poisoned,
by the pursuit of knowledge just beyond their reach’.’” The
imagery and figuresincherrypickerreflect this drive beyond
the rational, into the supernatural and the mad. The elision
ofthe otherworldly and the real —the scientificand celebrity,
the paranormal and the political — suggests how these real
phenomenaare so often understood andinterpreted in ways
that are beyond sense. In the flow of information there is a
sinister banality, asuperstitionand incomprehensibility, out
of step with rationalism and logic. Empirical reckoning be
damned. Belief is the ultimate driver here — evenif itis man-
ufactured, manipulated, skewed and corrupted.

What can be done about this? How do we find a way to
reject the logic of the platforms we live through? How do we
escape echo chambers and controllable futures? How do we
see the horrors we sense for what they truly are?

Thereisnosingular solutiontothese questionsbutone
step might be to adopt an approach of critical ignoring.'* We
are arguably not yet equipped for the online world - out of
sync with our own creation — in terms of the techniques we
learn about how to decipher and judge information, as well
as how we relate to others in this space. In the offline world,
we are taught how to research and assess the validity and
value of resources and information, from learning close
readingin school to being warned of the pitfalls of Wikipedia
at university. The internet has arguably created a climate
where these processes are inadequate. Critical ignoring
would require us to learn what not to pay attention to. We
should learn what is noise, trolling and flooding, exercising
impulse control and reading laterally, researching claims
and where else information appears before we’re carried on
by belief and motivators beyond our immediate control.

There is a case to develop great online literacy and
build an arsenal of tools to navigate online spaces. But there
is also a need to challenge cultures of passivity, shock, and
the treatment of people as producers-cum-consumers, and
to find commonalities that don’t shy from complexity — even
if we must hit pause.

Stan Portus, ‘In the Haze and Turmoil: Responding to cherrypicker’, in Ellie

Wyatt’s PARALLAX, ed. Ellie Wyatt and Daniel Fletcher (Foolscap Editions,
2023), 67-70. Kindly reprinted with permission from the author.
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