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What could be more “picturesque” than an ensemble of
huts that once served as harrier kennels on a rural English
estate? Nonchalantly inching down a slope flanking the
Parabola Garden, these simple, 18th-century vernacular
structures were fitted with racks for storing apples after
the harriers were gone, then fell into disuse and, finally,
ruin — only to pique the interest of Cedric Price, who
studied the site in 2001 while developing a master plan for
Hadspen. Price argued that the kennels needn’t serve a
particular function, and that it would suffice to renovate
them as a space in which to “wonder what to do in it,”
adding that “it would be a nice place to read; a few archi-
tectural books might give one some ideas.” So, defying the
demand for a set purpose and under the radar of local
planners, the kennels were slated for a building experi-
ment: no survey, no plans, no rules, save one — that the
client would instruct local builders weekly, and then
accept the consequences. Setting the tone for future de-
velopments at Hadspen, the books were moved in: a tiny
Book Palace, just as Price imagined, “preserving both
magic and sanctuary.”
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1. “Having a photograph of Shakespeare
would be like having a nail from the
True Cross.” Susan Sontag, On
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Transcoded
Indexicality

How might we think about the relationship between image
and trust today? It is a question that immediately puts us in a
very different place than we would be if we were dealing
with — say — image and truth. Whereas the latter would situ-
ate us squarely in metaphysics, with image and trust we are
involved with something that looks more like a sociology or
anthropology of images, that is, we are involved with think-
ing about structures of belief and forms of cultural invest-
ment in images. Image and trust is what image and truth turns
into once it has been relativized. Consequently, the question
of trust brings the issue of representational modes or forms
to the fore and, more specifically, that of how and why we
invest more trust in some types of pictures than in others.
When, in her classic 1977 collection On Photography, Susan
Sontag suggested that we would happily forgo even the most
fully achieved painted portrait of Shakespeare for a single
faded photograph, she was highlighting not just the belief in
the verisimilitude of the photograph, but also the commit-
ment to its uncanny consubstantiality with what it pictures.!
As is well known, the specific qualities that the photograph
has presented us with (historically, at least), and to some
extent the uses to which it has consequently been put, have
been theorized in relation to C.S. Peirce’s account of indexi-
cal signification. Here the photograph appears as the imprint
of the referent — something “directly stencilled off the real,”
Sontag says, “like a footprint or a death mask” — whose exis-
tence and presence at the moment of image-capture it then
enduringly witnesses.?

And yet, it is likely that to some my opening question
will seem unviable and even oxymoronic. The question
appears to presuppose that some conjunction of image and
trust is at least possible today, but is this the case? Is it not
more likely that the possibility of trusting images has become
entirely dissolved by the rise of digital imaging technologies
and the manipulations they enable, as well as the widespread
contemporary recognition of the necessarily partial and con-
structed character of any image? Indeed, some have seen
these two developments as inevitably interconnected.
William J. Mitchell, for example, writing in relation to pho-
tography, characterizes “the emergence of digital imaging as
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i a welcome opportunity to expose the aporias in photogra-
phy’s construction of the visual world, to deconstruct the
very ideas of photographic objectivity and closure, and to
resist what has become an increasingly sclerotic pictorial tra-
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Certainly there is much to this argument, but it is also impor-
| tant to recognize that its familiar correlate — the presumption
| that no one trusts images anymore — belies the complexity of

| the contemporary situation. Today, a generalized skepticism
toward images coexists with a deep and intensifying com-
mitment to them that is itself, in part, a reaction to new
powerful imaging technologies. What I find especially strik-
ing is that digitization, which seems in one regard to erode
trust in the image, is at the same time the precondition for a
new intensity of trust that is extended to it, the balance of
responses shifting in relation to differing institutional and
discursive contexts and the understanding of interests
embedded in them. So, images used in commercial situations
elicit routine suspicion, while juries convict on “visually
enhanced” video evidence, loss adjustors record automobile
wrecks using digital photography, and patients submit to
surgery on the basis of CAT scans.

This paper began as a contribution to a seminar on
Image and Trust?, and in its earliest iteration was titled “The
Failure of the Rhetoric of the Image: A Case Study in Trust.”
The subject of the “case study” is the presentation given to
the United Nations Security Council on February 5, 2003, by
former US Secretary of State Colin Powell. The background
to Powell’s presentation to the UN is well known: this was to
be the denouement of the pre-invasion case for war on Iraq -
the moment when it was anticipated the US would unveil
evidence of Iraqi duplicity regarding weapons of mass de-
struction. Powell’s presentation was largely, though not com-
pletely, image-based. Images were presented as evidence, and
observers were asked to trust them. It is difficult to think of 2
recent episode in the relations between images and trust
when the stakes were, or at least seemed to be, so high.5 We
know how events unfolded after this meeting, but my pur-
pose here is not to indict Powell or the administration he
served of misrepresentation. Rather, I want to consider the
strategies of presentation whereby images were staged to
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6. “The discontinuous connotators are
connected, actualized, ‘spoken, through
the syntagm of the denotation, the dis-
continuous world of the symbols plunges
into the story of the denoted scene as
though into a lustral bath of innocence.”
Roland Barthes, “Rhetoric of the Image,”
in Image, Music, Text, trans. Stephen
Heath (Glasgow: Fontana/Collins, 1977),
32-51, 49.

elicit trust and the complications that ensued. The other part
of the title — the failure of the rhetoric of the image — is of
course a nod to Roland Barthes’s classic essay in which he
characterized the photograph as a “message without a code.”
Its status as such, as a seemingly “innocent” denotative
image, allows the photograph, he argued, to play a persua-
sive naturalizing role in support of ideologically governed
connotative meanings that thereby find themselves purified
and substantiated (for his purposes Barthes defined rhetoric
as “the signifying aspect of ideology™).¢ The use of the term
failure, then, was intended to register not just Powell’s fail-
ure to convince the Security Council of the veracity of his
argument, but more particularly the persuasive shortcom-
ings of the images themselves and the difficulty they found in
attaining evidential status. Symptomatically, the aerial sur-
veillance photographs Powell showed, very different in kind
from the particular replete and immediate photographic
image around which Barthes structured his discussion, were
in his presentation often almost literally hidden under anno-
tation, the “evidence,” as it were, being covered up by a
graphic screen.

The key photographs Powell showed were aerial images
taken from satellites, and it is upon these that I want to
reflect. Recently I visited an exhibition by Ron Mueck — the
UK-based Australian sculptor whose hyper-real renderings
of human bodies of expanded or diminished size have be-
come well-known — with a philosopher friend who talked
about scale in relation to the artwork. One of the things he
pointed out was the relationship between scale (specifically
large-scale) and epistemology: it is difficult to imagine, he
suggested, making things smaller in order to get to know them
better. In a way, though, this is exactly what aerial imagery
does: it is the very epitome of distanced vision, limited, per-
haps, by ascensional technologies but no longer by the vagaries
of topography. The synoptic image conveys relationships be-
tween objects, and as such has always represented strategic
vision. Today this is mediated through the strange interplay
of extreme, extraterrestrial distance, with the relative close-
ness that contemporary imaging technologies allow.

One of the curiosities surrounding Powell’s presenta-
tion, and in particular his presentation of images, was the
hiding of another kind of image in the days leading up to the
event. Since 1985, a large tapestry reproduction of Picasso’s
Guernica, donated by Nelson A. Rockefeller, has hung outside
the UN Security Council chamber. The tapestry provides a
backdrop for the press conferences that normally take place
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there. It appeared thus on January 27, 2003, when Hans Blix,
the chief weapons inspector, delivered his interim report.
Later the same day, it was covered over with a blue curtain
and the flags of the Council’s member countries. UN officials
suggested it was to provide a more effective backdrop for TV
cameras, but almost everyone else seemed suspicious. Maureen
Dowd, writing in the New York Times, commented that “Mr,
Powell can’t very well seduce the world into bombing Traq
surrounded on camera by shricking and mutilated women,
men, children, bulls and horses,” and suggested, “Maybe the
UN was inspired by John Ashcroft’s throwing a blue cover
over the ‘Spirit of Justice’ statue last year, after her naked
marble breast hovered over his head during a televised ter-
rorism briefing.”” But if the latter was a moment of pure
deflationary burlesque, the “Guernica affair” presented
something more challenging, a dispute over what might be
described as the complications of proximity, which seemed
structurally to reproduce what was ongoing at the time be-
tween the US administration and the weapons inspectors.
Powell’s presentation against the “background” (associatively,
if not literally) of the covered Guernica emerged as a kind of
contest of images in which the detached, dispassionate, and
cool aerial register of satellite images was intended to dis-
place the famous historical “on-the-ground” depiction of
aerial bombardment and the cultural memory, and indeed
call to conscience, it evoked. At issue was the anticipated per-
formance of the different images in the specific context of

Powell’s presentation and the various ways it would be :
reported. Guernica, an object of suspicion for the advocates f
of the invasion, was a “background” image that could not be h

relied upon to remain so, without it advancing forward to
compromise the televisual message. Mirroring this anxiety
over a background image that was too strong, and that con-
sequently had to be effaced, were apparent concerns regard-
ing the performative weakness of the images that would be
promoted in the Security Council Chamber, and specifically
their persuasive ability to elicit trust. In the days leading up
to the presentation, the US administration downplayed
expectations that, in their words, a “smoking gun” would be
produced, but still there was speculation that there would be
what was described as an “Adlai Stevenson moment,” after
the US ambassador to the UN who dramatically unveiled
aerial photographs of Soviet rockets before a live television
audience during the 1962 Cuban missile crisis. The covering
over of the Guernica tapestry may have hidden the image to
those in the interior of the UN building, but it notably had
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the effect of multiplying it outside in the form of the repro-
ductions that protestors could be seen waving during
Powell’s presentation.

Powell begins his talk by referring to the much discussed
UN Security Council Resolution 1441, which had been passed
the previous November. He cites the “serious consequences”
threatened in the resolution if there was noncompliance
with its terms and argues that “no council member present
in voting on that day had any allusions [sic] about the nature
and intent of the resolution or what serious consequences
meant if Iraq did not comply.”® (The Web-published tran-
script of Powell’s presentation ominously renders “illusions”
as “allusions.”) He then goes on to gloss over the material
that he will present, describing it as “an accumulation of
facts and disturbing patterns of behavior” that demonstrates
that “Saddam Hussein and his regime have made no effort —
no effort — to disarm.” The first documentation presented is
the recording of an intercepted conversation between,
Powell says, an Iraqi colonel and a brigadier general. As it is
played, edited and translated passages are projected on a
screen. After the tape stops, there is an extended section in
which Powell reprises the material, not so much analyzing it
as using it to elaborate a series of speculations. This is the pat-
tern throughout the presentation. Sequences of questions
hang in the air: “Who took the hard drives? Where did they
go? What’s being hidden? Why?” Sometimes material put for-
ward as evidence is interspersed with hypothetical imagery
intended to picture what things might look like, which then
plays a consolidating role. The speculative drawings, for
example, that Powell shows of mobile chemical weapons fac-
tories in rail carriages and trucks — “diagrammed,” as he puts
it, from verbal reports by sources — significantly adopt a low-
level aerial point of view. This permits them to be read as a
continuation (at greater resolution) of the satellite photo-
graphs that preceded them in the presentation. Something of
the photographs’ implications of factual “hardness” and
authority is thereby bestowed upon the drawings, which in
turn can then, by virtue of the detail they offer, reciprocally
act back upon the high-level image register in order to sub-
stantiate it. At the start of the presentation, when Powell
first introduces aerial photographs — the material that might
be expected to provide the firmest evidence — there seem to
be anxieties regarding their ability to convince the audience
he was addressing. Consequently, he begins with a formula-
tion that implies that persuasive agency is to be located less
in the photographic documents themselves (the artifacts that
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were, after all, being submitted as evidence) than in the way
they have been interpreted by experts:

Let me say a word about satellite images before I show you a cou-
ple. The photos that I am about to show you are sometimes hard for
the average person to interpret, hard for me. The painstaking work
of photo analysis takes experts with years and years of experience,
pouring for hours and hours over light tables. But as I show you
these images, I will try to capture and explain what they mean,
what they indicate to our imagery specialists.

It is, of course, entirely expected that photographs
should be presented as evidential. In semiotic terms, they are
— as I have already noted — commonly considered indexical
signs, and there is a long history of their use as evidence in
court, as there is indeed of other signs of this type (finger-
prints, bloodstains on clothes, the shoe of the accused found
in the flowerbed, etc.). Indeed, there is an argument that our
very idea of evidence is closely tied, even grounded upon,
indexical signification as the epitome of trustworthy signifi-
cation. By index, I mean the condition that Peirce describes
as being characterized by the linkage of the signifying mate-
rial to its referent through contiguity, whereby the former is,
as Peirce puts it, “really affected” or modified by the latter
(as, say, in the case of something receiving the impression of
something else by physical contact).? A good example is the
one that Carlo Ginzburg cites in his celebrated essay, “Clues:
Roots of an Evidential Paradigm”: the animal hoofprint on
the soil at which the hunter, kneeling on the ground, stares.1®
The imprint sits in an indexical relationship to the animal
and, through his ability to read it, the hunter can tell what
kind of animal it is, the direction it travelled, how fast it was
going, how long ago it passed, and so on. Perhaps the impor-
tance for the question of trust is the index’s binding to — or
grounding of the signifier upon — its referent. In their re-
description of Peircian semiotics, Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari describe indexes as “territorial signs,” which nicely
captures this grounding effect.!! The index is Thomas putting
his fingers in Christ’s wound (trust overcoming doubt in the
process); it is the footprint that Robinson Crusoe sees on the
sand; it is the fingerprint, the signature, and the knock on the
door. Peirce states that everything that startles us within sig-
nification is indexical, and T take this to be linked to the
strangely strident presence of the absent object within the
signifying material of the index.”2 The indexicality of the
photograph is most literally seen in the photogram, in which
an object sits upon a sensitized surface, leaving its imprint.
But this idea has been generalized and seen as fundamental
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to the photographic process as a whole, notwithstanding the

complex transformations of the image that photographic
techniques can produce.

The key point is the status of the photograph as the im-
print of the emanation of the object and its consequent pre-
sumption (and constant “return”) of that object. Hence
Barthes’s famous characterization, “It is as if the Photograph
always carries its referent with itsel£78 The degree of cultural
investment in indexical representation leads to the stakes in it
being unusually high, higher perhaps than any manifestation
of the other sign types — the icon and the symbol — identified
by Peirce. It is no surprise that, until recently at least, the two
authenticating signs in a passport were the signature and
photograph (the latter being subject to specific rules intended
to limit “procedural distortions™). At the same time, it is the
very commitment to the trustworthiness of the index that
leads to it being a particular object of suspicion, due to the ex-
tent of the rights accorded to it and to its referent or carrier
via its agency as an identity authenticator. In his book 4
Theory of Semiotics, Umberto Eco characterizes semiotics as
“in principle the discipline studying everything which can be
used to lie. ... I think,” he goes on, “a ‘theory of the lie’
should be taken as a pretty comprehensive program for a
general semiotics.”™ As T far as I know, Eco did not go on to
speculate which sign type is the most powerful to lie with,
but I think it is clear that it is the index.

Back to Powell. What is striking about the use of aerial
photographs as evidence in Powell’s presentation is the ques-
tion of the degree to which they actually have evidential sta-
tus. Yes, something is there, but what is it exactly? What are
we seeing through, or within, the photographic medium?
There is a problem of legibility, and without this, without
being readable by their audience, the images must remain
resolutely nonevidential, at least in any useful way. The anx-
iety over this problem and the effort to transmute the images
into evidence, making them legible and trustworthy, results
ina strategy whereby a complex graphic overlay is applied to
the images; in a kind of overwriting, the interpretation of
the imagery specialists to which Powell had referred spills
over the image surface. The intention may be to clarify, to
extract conditions immanent within the image, but I would
suggest that the effect is more one of burying the evidential
object (the photographic document), covering it over, and
almost effacing it with a supplementary graphic and textual
discourse. In an ideal sense discourse s supposed to stop at
evidence, evidence being the point where description is over-
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taken by demonstration or showing, Etymologically linked
to videre, the concept of evidence is in important ways
framed in relation to vision: defining evident, for example,
the Oxford English Dictionary lists “distinctly visible, conspic-
uous . . . indubitable, certain, conclusive.” Evidence is ex-
pected to display an evident-ness: that is, ideally, evidence
should be self-evident. If it is not, and it requires some tex-
tual or discursive supplement to compensate for what it lacks
and hence activates as evidence, then it seems compromised,
This is because the textual description or interpretation of an
object presented as evidence can never have the “evidential”
status of the primary object. Powell’s images dramatize this
dilemma in a particularly clear way: under the imperative to
make the reticent image trustworthy, it is made less so by
covering it over with a surface of interpretation that cannot
itself be evidential, and which is notably nonindexical.

What were the responses to Powell’s presentation? Did it
convince? Was there an Adlai Stevenson moment? Not exactly.
Predictably, it made little difference to positions that had by
then hardened. Unsurprisingly, immediately after the pres-
entation, British Foreign Secretary Jack Straw called it a
most “powerful and authoritative” case.’s It is salutary to
recall the responses from the international press. The
Washington Post wrote that “Mr. Powell’s evidence, including
satellite photographs, audio recordings, and reports from
detainees and other informants, was overwhelming,” while
in France Le Figaro commented that “for 80 minutes Colin
Powell talked, using scary words, pointing the finger at the
loutish regime in Baghdad, showing illegible slides, playing
inaudible recordings, and trying to demonstrate that war
was inevitable.”16

I have argued above that there is an etymological and
conceptual link between evidence and visibility, and have
made the suggestion that ideally, evidence is the point where
discourse stops. What this formulation inevitably represses,
however, is the degree to which evidence is in fact always
borne upon discursive support and, indeed, a structure of
trust. When a jury looks at evidence in a courtroom, for
example, it has to be told what it is. Evidential objects are
collected, curated, presented, and discursively drawn into a
network of relations with each other. Only through this
process do they become evidential. For the jury to see a gun
with the fingerprints of the accused upon it as evidence in a
criminal case, they have to accept the way the object has been
narrated within the case (“it was found under his bed the
day after the murder”), as well as the accuracy of forensic
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procedures, and this entails a structure of trust. This struc-
ture is the condition of possibility for the recognition of the
object as evidence. Significantly, contemporary forms of
“hard” evidence — DNA analysis being the hardest we’ve got
— require that the structure of trust be more absolute and
dense, because the evidential object (the DNA material

itself) is more removed from the senses of the individual
and its analysis placed more firmly in the domain of experts
and computational technologies.

I have already registered my skepticism regarding the
claim that digitization and associated image manipulation
software and technologies such as Photosho p have resulted
in, or at least accelerated, a wholesale culture of mistrust of
images. What does seem crucial, however, is the broader
background against which the development of programs like
Photoshop are situated: that of the technological transfor-
mations or mutations of indexicality. T am thinking of things
like fax machines, digital video devices, and DNA analysis.
How does Peircean contiguity survive when images are dis-
solved into digital codes and then reconstructed through
playback apparatuses (computers, video machines, ete.)? In
an important way, the image on a video screen has a differ-
ent relation to its object than does the image on cinematic
celluloid. It is true that we have what appears to be an
indexical image, but its contractual congruity with the refer-
ent has been broken, and instead we have something like a
transcoded indexicality,

What does this mean for trust? One of the consequences
of the processes of this transcoded indexicality is that images
come apart and break down in more complex ways than they
ever have before. Today what seems to be trusted, especially
when it comes to security, is complexity, and transcoded
indexicality is one of the agents of this. Trust is placed in
things that are hard to reproduce. This has always been the
case (banknotes, etc.) but under contemporary technological
conditions the “difficuley” has to be constantly accelerated,
and that requires increasingly complex technological media-
tion and installations. T am thinking of the new kinds of
indexical identity authenticators that have taken over signa-
tures and photographs — iris scans, biometric information,
DNA analysis, and so on. This seems to shift the trust and
image question in a decisive way: what is trusted is no longer
so much the image as the complexity or fineness of the
informational content that can be extracted from it, for it is
upon this that both the difﬁculty of its reproduction and its
effectiveness as an identity indicator are based. More partic-
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ularly, what is crucial here is that the digital underpinning
of transcoded indexicality makes images immediately and
always already analyses: that is, “identity analysis” has
already occurred by virtue of — and in the very moment of —
image capture. Through its technological conditions the
transcoded indexical image has an a priori relationship to the
computational assemblage of the state security apparatus (it
is intrinsically and immediately searchable, comparable,
transferable, etc.). As you go through the immigration chan-
nels of the 21st century, officials will not scrutinize your face
but will check the informational breakdown of your iris scan
against their records. They might not even look at you.

In 2004, after Giorgio Agamben refused to subject him-
self to the US’s new border security measures, and thus to
enter the country, he wrote a short commentary for Le
Monde in which he said, “What is at stake here is nothing
less than the new ‘normal’ bio-political relationship between
citizens and state [that] concerns the enrolment and filing
away of the most private and incommunicable aspect of sub-
jectivity: I mean the body’s biological life.”” Agamben wrote
under the title “No to Bio-political Tattooing,” and compared
the new security practices to the tattooing of internees at
Auschwitz. Yet I feel that there is a distinction to be made
here, against which the bio-political dimensions of transcoded
indexicality stand out in full relief. Where the tattoo of the
internee in Auschwitz was a symbolic and instrumental sup-
plement applied to the body by an external agency, an applica-
tion that conferred identity through its mark, in the case of
transcoded indexicality, the body, as it were, produces the
mark out of itself, thereby giving itself up from within. Rather
than being a substratum to which a code is added, the body -
through, as Agamben says, its very “biological life” — becomes
newly voluble and compliant.

But in the end perhaps what links the iris scan to the
aerial images in Powell’s presentation is not so much a
specific technique of analysis as the way in which they bear
witness to the contemporary tendency of the evidential ob-
ject to disappear from view, to subside beneath its interpreta-
tion, a tendency that is part and parcel of the increasing
location of evidence in what is — contrary to the visual im-
plications of the term — beyond, or excessive to, sight. The
fineness of analysis enabled by computational technologies
s, in a sense, won through the disappearance of the object to
nonspecialist scrutiny, and this represents a specific political
problematic. Consequently, interpretation, rather than the
object itself, is delivered up as evidence: but this is an inter-
pretation increasingly claimed (and trusted) to be purged
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of all but minimal contingency. In effect, transcoded indexi-
cality produces a kind of acceleration of the identity relation
that has historically characterized the index: informationally,
the analysis assumes a near identicality with the object itself
(the DNA sample, the iris image), allowing it to effectively
supercede the object while determining its referent (the
individual person) with a new forcefulness. In view of this,

what Powell’s slides dramatize is this condition of interpre-
tation as evidence, although — strikingly — operating in a sit-
uation in which, far from being banished, contingency seems
to arise everywhere; from uncertainties over the status and
interpretation of the objects discerned in the photographs;
from the ongoing dispute, current at the time of Powell’s
presentation, with the weapons inspectors on the ground;
and from, not least, the complications that ensue from
“imaging” the absence of objects (the alleged concealment
of the weapons), rather than the things themselves.
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