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Abstract
Photographic methodologies are increasingly being integrated into biometric systems for iden-
tification and detection purposes. These systems leverage the capabilities of photographic and 
post-photographic interfaces to merge seamlessly with our body-mind continuum. Through ana-
lyzing artistic case studies, this paper advocates for a critical engagement with this transparency 
effect. By examining Trevor Paglen’s artwork Faces of ImageNet, the Peng! Collective’s hacking 
project Mask.ID, and Rafael Lozano-Hemmer’s installations, we explore the vulnerabilities of bi-
ometric identification systems and highlight the political implications of these technologies. This 
paper argues that these artistic interventions provide valuable insights into the critical potential 
of engaging with the transparency and opacity of biometric systems. Through these case studies, 

1.	 Samuele Sartori wrote sections “Introduction: the continuity between body, consciousness and technologies” and “A pragmatic critique of post-photographic realism”. Giulio 
Galimberti wrote sections “Retooling detection technologies through media-art installations and “Conclusion”. Both authors have contributed substantially to the paper and 
approved it for publication.

http://artnodes.uoc.edu
https://doi.org/10.7238/artnodes.v0i35.429000
https://doi.org/10.7238/artnodes.v0i35.429000
http://Mask.ID


https://artnodes.uoc.edu Personal identity and transparent media. Retooling, hacking and artistic détournements 

Universitat Oberta de Catalunya

artnodes

2
Artnodes, No. 35 (February 2025)  I ISSN 1695-5951 A UOC scientific e-journal

2025, Giulio Galimberti, Samuele Sartori
2025, of this edition FUOC

we aim to challenge the perceived neutrality and objectivity of photographic technologies, advocating for a more 
nuanced and informed discourse on their impacts on human identity.

Keywords
transparency; thermal imaging; digital selves; photography and post-photography

Identidad personal y medios transparentes. Retooling (reequipamiento), hacking y détournements artísticos  

Resumen
Las metodologías fotográficas se integran cada vez más en los sistemas biométricos con fines de identificación y de-
tección. Estos sistemas aprovechan las capacidades de las interfaces fotográficas y posfotográficas para fusionarse a 
la perfección con nuestro continuo cuerpo-mente. Mediante el análisis de casos prácticos artísticos, este documento 
defiende un compromiso crítico con este efecto de transparencia. Examinando las obras de arte de Trevor Paglen Faces 
of ImageNet, el proyecto de hacking Mask.ID del colectivo Peng!, y las instalaciones de Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, explo-
ramos las vulnerabilidades de los sistemas de identificación biométrica y destacamos las implicaciones políticas de estas 
tecnologías. Este documento argumenta que estas intervenciones artísticas proporcionan información valiosa sobre el 
potencial crítico de interactuar con la transparencia y opacidad de los sistemas biométricos. A través de estos casos 
prácticos, nuestro objetivo es desafiar la neutralidad y objetividad percibidas de las tecnologías fotográficas, defendiendo 
un discurso más matizado e informado sobre sus impactos en la identidad humana.

Palabras clave
transparencia; termografía; yo digital; fotografía y posfotografía

Introduction: the continuity between body, 
cognition and technologies

Technologies are an inseparable part of our lives. While this is nothing 
new in the path of hominization, which since the dawn of time sees 
our species as a product co-constituted in its activities of perception, 
action and reasoning by the fabrication and use of tools (Gehlen 1940; 
Leroi-Gourhan 1964-1965); on the other hand, what we are witnessing 
more and more today is the development of technologies that can 
establish a pre-reflective continuity with our body-mind (Van Den Eede 
2011). In other words, if we survived through the chipping of stones 
that enhanced our ability to attack and defend, as well as to initiate 
a reasoned and reflective manipulation of the world, matter, and the 
agentive possibilities of the species; today we often find ourselves in 
contact with technologies that weave automatic relationships with our 
body-mind: typing on my QWERTY keyboard I am not thinking about 
where I place my fingers, the sensitivity of my fingertip, or the tempera-
ture of the surface I touch. 4E cognition and post-phenomenology have 
discussed embeddable technologies: capable of becoming an integral 
part of how we feel, act and think. A key ingredient for the embodiment 
relation to occur is the transparency of media and tools, that is, their 
not being perceived as external, foreign and different elements to the 

body-mind, but rather in continuity with it (Rosenberger & Verbeek 
2012; Gallagher 2023).

While cognition consists of various interconnected and inseparable 
functions, it is intriguing to observe how different technologies are pre-
dominantly embodied in perception, action, or high cognitive capacities. 
A classic case study of the transformation of perception is undoubtedly 
virtual reality, which immerses the viewer in an environment that is 
both digital and three-dimensional. The sensory experience enabled 
by the device seemingly provides instant access to a novel material 
environment that at the same time feels so familiar (Hansen 2006; 
Pinotti 2021). Beyond the example of the QWERTY keyboard, transpar-
ent technologies such as the Kinect stand out at the practical level. 
Kinect captures movements and gestures when enjoying Xbox games, 
effortlessly translating them into digital inputs. Highlighting transpar-
ency and the integration of devices primarily focused on high cognitive 
functions, a pivotal moment occurred on 9 January 2007, when Steve 
Jobs unveiled the first model of Apple’s iPhone, intentionally lacking 
an instructional booklet. During the presentation, Jobs positioned the 
iPhone on a Cartesian graph as a medium that was both “smart” and 
“easy to use”, diverging from previous phone models with keyboards 
that, despite being capable of internet access, were described deemed 
by Apple’s CEO as intelligent yet overly complex. The new iPhone thus 
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appeared not only as an externalization of our intelligence but also in 
continuity with it by being easy and seemingly immediate to use.

The categorization into three modes of technology feedback is 
evidently heuristic, as in most cases, media interact with cognition as 
a whole. Indeed, all the different devices just presented underscore the 
fact that through habitual usage, they seamlessly integrate themselves 
into the user’s body-mind continuum, ultimately fading into transpar-
ency without being consciously acknowledged for their distinctiveness. 
However, transparency is not merely a hoped-for outcome; it also 
raises ethical and political concerns. Just as we do not scrutinize the 
movements of our bodies during routine tasks (e.g., drinking from a 
glass), the risk with transparent technologies lies in the difficulty for 
users to critically examine seemingly simple and immediate activity. In 
such cases, one may interact with tools and media that obscure their 
inner workings, effectively creating a black box that is challenging to 
explore and potentially transform. From this perspective, the use of 
transparent technologies seems to shape perceptions, gestures, and 
thoughts, making the thesis of technological determinism – already 
discussed and criticized by Science and Technology Studies (STS) – 
relevant again.2

Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin have explored an additional 
issue of transparency, particularly in relation to media. According to 
these two theorists, a contradictory duality is hidden within the con-
cept of transparency, which involves a relationship that encompasses 
both hypermediation and immediacy. In this context, Bolter and Grusin 
refer to remediation, which is, on the one hand, defined by its capacity 
to embed one medium within another; on the other hand, this added 
mediation often leads to a paradoxical enhancement of immediacy. The 
logic of remediation engages both hardware and software. Reflecting 
on various case studies, consider the multitude of components present 
in interactive and transparent media environments, such as Kinect, 
Xbox and television. Alternatively, contemplate the spectrum of media 
contained in a laptop due to the software that can be installed and 
how much more immediate it is to retouch a photo using post-produc-
tion software compared to experimenting with image manipulation in 
a darkroom. However, what Bolter and Grusin deem most significant 
about the notion of remediation is that “the appeal to authenticity of 
experiences is what brings the logics of immediacy and hypermediacy 
together” (Bolter & Grusin 1999, 71). Presenting hypermediation as 
immediacy cultivates a sense of realism in the user, particularly evident 
when technologies for identity construction – encompassing personal, 
medical, political, and social contexts – are engaged.

Starting precisely from these critical, ethical and political needs, 
the article will focus on a specific type of transparent media: those used 
for identity construction, which from criminal and ID photography in 

2.	 Indeed, while STS has seriously considered the agency of media and tools (e.g., through actor-network theory – Latour 2005), it has traditionally leaned toward sociological determinism, which 
posits that cultural transformations are primarily driven by human needs, wants, and intentions (Lievrouw 2014).

3.	 For a detailed analysis of realism in relation to the medial and technological characteristics of photography, see Jiri Benovsky’s article “Three kinds of realism about photographs” (2011).

the 19th century to the present constructs simultaneously realist and 
hypermediated forms of the self. Moreover, photography has frequently 
been regarded as a transparent technology in the dual sense of 4E 
cognition and remediation theory: it is easily accessible, seemingly 
immediate, and ostensibly capable of faithfully capturing a fragment 
of reality. Building on these assumptions, the next section will first 
briefly examine the realist and anti-realist perspectives on photography 
and why this medium is so crucial in most scientific fields and the 
identification process. Advocating for an anti-realist perspective, we 
will then present the artwork Faces of ImageNet by Trevor Paglen and 
the current activities of the German hacker group The Peng! Collective, 
where the audience is invited to disassemble, observe, and understand 
post-photography’s seemingly automatic mechanism. The third section 
will discuss some of Rafael Lozano-Hemmer’s art installations that 
short-circuit an identity perspective and open spaces for redefining the 
relationship between viewers and their digital self-portraits. Finally, the 
conclusions will focus on the role of artistic practices in order to open 
the black box of transparency.

1.	 A pragmatic critique of post-photographic 	
	 realism

Since its late 19th-century applications, photography has emerged as 
a powerful scientific medium used in different fields of knowledge. To 
provide just a few examples: astrology, natural sciences, geography, 
anthropology, physiognomy, and criminology have all adopted the 
photographic medium, fueling the positivist beliefs of the time (Lalvani 
1996; Tucker 2020). Three salient aspects of photography have con-
tributed, and continue to contribute, to its prominence in sciences: 
firstly, the reproducibility of the picture allows for its dissemination 
and viewing by a wide and heterogeneous audience; secondly, the 
enhancement of vision through lenses and cameras makes it possible 
to observe elements invisible to the naked eye; thirdly, the supposed 
impartiality of the photographic apparatus ensures a realism of the 
image3 that can be utilized as scientific data. While reproducibility and 
optical enhancement remain unquestionable characteristics of this type 
of image, and their significance has only grown in the contemporary 
post-photography era (Fontcuberta 2016); however, the assumption of 
realism in photographic images is increasingly unfounded today, also 
due to the growing sophistication of post-production techniques and 
the alarming proliferation of deepfakes. Nevertheless, even nowadays, 
photography is thought of as a truthful representation of a portion of 
the world: whether it is to document a fact or show someone’s identity, 
we often use photographic images. While on a theoretical level many 
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media scholars have argued against the realist or reproductive thesis 
of photography,4 from a pragmatic standpoint, it appears that Western 
culture has integrated the photographic medium into documentary 
practices, rendering it transparent and an advocate of truth.

Simultaneously, as highlighted by Lorenzo Donghi, photography 
and post-photography establish two distinct types of relationships with 
representation, the world, and ultimately, truth due to the ways they 
technologically create images. In photography, an indexical identifica-
tion can occur, wherein the image serves as a trace of the object it 
references. Conversely, in post-photography, the relationship is often 
“predictive (therefore, and on the contrary, open to interpretation, and 
more similar to another probabilistic investigation practice)” (Donghi 
2020, 152). This idea is particularly confirmed by the use of digital 
images and renderings in forensic architecture. Post-photography can 
phenotypically reconstruct the faces of participants in a crime scene 
through DNA trace decoding, demonstrate the ballistic analysis of bul-
lets based on the location of corpses, the types of injuries sustained and 
damage to objects. Additionally, it can be used to map troop movements 
on the battlefield or monitor individuals in city subways through surveil-
lance software, identifying criminals or analyzing suspicious behaviour 
(Jones 2022; Weizman 2014).

Post-photography is, of course, not infallible in making all these 
predictions. This is ironically demonstrated by Trevor Paglen’s interac-
tive installation, Faces of ImageNet (2022). Using the 2019 version of 
the well-known facial recognition dataset, i.e. ImageNet, the artwork 
processes and categorizes gallery visitors in real time. The work ex-
poses the system’s latent prejudices as people receive various tags. 
For example, when I had the opportunity to see Paglen’s work at the 
KW Institute for Contemporary Art in Berlin, the tag that appeared when 
I was recorded read “accused: a defendant in a criminal proceeding”, 
despite having no criminal record. In short, it is not just a playful game; 
AI facial recognition systems trained on datasets like ImageNet are 
increasingly used by internet companies, police departments, and other 
government agencies to conduct predictive analyses that can potential-
ly harm people’s lives. Paglen’s work thus invites us to reflect not only 
on the possible biases and erroneous results but also on the trust we 
place in these new media, whose computational analysis pathways we 
do not fully understand. 

While Faces of ImageNet reflects on the transparency of the 
post-photographic medium, the categorization of individuals, and the 
validity of analyses conducted by surveillance technologies, another 
form of hacking – also centred on the relationship between personal 
identity and the photographic image – is carried out by The Peng! 
Collective. Believing that the biometric data in our passports not only 
represent our identity but also grant access to migration, work, and 
healthcare, The Peng! views these images as potent tools of mass 

4.	 The anti-realist thesis in analog photography has been supported by prominent theorists such as Roland Barthes (1980), Georges Didi-Huberman (2004), Susan Sontag (1977), and Geoffrey 
Batchen (1997). For these authors, as well as for us, photographic representation is a process that involves substitution, contradiction, and imagination, rather than mere interpretation.

surveillance. In the Mask.ID project, the hackers created a photo booth 
in which you could make portraits that contain an image of your own 
face mixed with someone else’s facial features. The resulting image will 
be nearly indistinguishable from a genuine ID photo to the naked eye, 
making it extremely difficult to identify it as a fake. The first experiment 
of Mask.ID morphed together into a single ID photo an activist from 
the collective and Federica Mogherini (EU Commissioner for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy), and it was used by the former to renew 
her passport successfully. In addition, The Peng! sent five passports to 
Lebanese artists to allow them entry into Europe.  In their new ID cards, 
their faces were morphed with those of volunteer German citizens, en-
suring that airport scanners would interchange them when inspecting 
their passports. The Mask.ID project serves a dual purpose: flooding 
government databases with misinformation and disrupting mass sur-
veillance programmes. Additionally, by doing so, it exposes the inherent 
limitations of transparency and photorealism and, consequently, the 
flaws in identification systems built upon them.

2. Retooling detection technologies through 
media-art installations

Wagering on art’s capacity to recontextualize otherwise transparent 
and unexamined mediation processes, the aforementioned case stud-
ies bring to light the opacity of the photographic and post-photographic 
interface. Indeed, artistic practices can be viewed as laboratory exer-
cises that stage and reveal unpredictable technological, experiential 
and sociocultural entanglements (Salter 2015). This “laboratory life” of 
art is relevant primarily because equipment, infrastructures, individuals, 
and various types of imaginaries (Wershler, Emerson & Parikka 2022) 
hybridize and collaborate to articulate knowledge and experience. Fully 
embracing this trend, the 2023 exhibition at ZKM in Karlsruhe – aptly 
titled Renaissance 3.0 – emphasizes the co-option of typically scientific 
equipment into the artistic realm: a “common tool park” marks the 
onset of a new renaissance in which different disciplines enrich one 
another. New media artists and scientists collaborate hand in hand, 
increasingly sharing a cross-disciplinary knowledge and skill set – from 
biochemistry to genetic engineering, from critical design to cognitive 
neuroscience and data visualization. 

This sharing aims to transform usage habits and technical medi-
ation beyond the functional logic of utility. The emergence of subjects 
and objects, as well as techniques and technologies, indicates an 
ongoing collaborative and distributed work and encompasses a range 
of associated terms and activities: “challenging, activating, sharing, 
co-working, engaging, digging, deconstructing, (re)designing, and rede-
fining”. (Wershler, Emerson & Parikka 2022, 218). In these instances of 
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blending and laboratory hybridization, what matters is not so much the 
development of new technologies or equipment, but rather a different 
kind of ’relationship’ among the actors involved. Moreover, if every me-
dial practice is always generated through a form of negotiation between 
the structure of a device and an interacting subject (Casetti 2015), cus-
tomary and reiterated relationships with technoscientific apparatuses 
can change in nature and become “alien” through imaginaries and 
speculative practices. In essence, by suspending the ordinary logic of 
technological functioning and programming, media art produces alter-
native modes of human and non-human coexistence and intertwining. 
This is particularly true because experiments, when transformed into 
exhibitions, shows, and festivals, can create a connective tissue that 
engages a broad audience. As the French technology philosopher Gil-
bert Simondon already noted, art and aesthetic practices constitute a 
privileged field for changing the “technical mentality”, harnessing the 
potential of technologies to “prepare an availability” (Simondon 2012) 
to reconfigure situated actions, conceptions, and practices, and thus 
entire cultures.

The art installations by the Mexican-born artist Rafael Lozano-Hem-
mer provide a perfect case study for analysis. Lozano-Hemmer engag-
es the audience by inviting them to interact with technologies typically 
used for surveillance and control purposes (e.g., measuring heart rate, 
identifying faces, monitoring movements and breath). His installations 
explore the power imbalances caused by the regimes of control inher-
ent in certain technologies: unmanned aerial vehicles equipped with 
various sensors, scans, and image data detection devices such as live 
facial recognition to find wanted criminals, and so forth. Specifically, we 
will focus on the media-aesthetic opacity that Lozano-Hemmer stages 
in two relatively recent interactive experiences: Redundant Assembly 
(2016) and Thermal Drift (2022). Why choose these two among Lo-
zano-Hemmer’s many works? In both installations, the spectators are 
prompted to interact with images produced by tracking technologies 
that show them some form of self-portrait. In Redundant Assembly, 
several cameras are arranged in six perspectives and manage to 
compose a live portrait of the visitors by blending their image content 
simultaneously. The images are aligned using specific techniques 
typically employed for facial recognition. Facial recognition is often 
used by forensic police, the military, and corporate entities to search 
for and identify suspicious individuals or those who can be considered 
targets to some extent. However, the artist manipulates these control 
and recognition techniques to create a space where what is staged is 
the reversal of the very goal for which they were created.

The primary goal of the biometric science behind these techno-
logical devices is to “compel the body to speak the truth about their 
identities” (Magnet 2020, 148). Facial recognition offers opportunities 
for quick identification, given the large number of individuals passing 
through biometric scanners daily. Not only must the device achieve such 

5.	 Détournement is today being adapted to the new challenges posed by surveillance technologies, in order to expose the invisible mechanisms driving these tools of control. See, for example, 
Christian Ulrik Andersen & Søren Bro Pold’s book, The Metainterface: The Art of Platforms, Cities, and Clouds (2018).

a high level of transparency that it causes no uncertainty about its func-
tioning, but it must also ensure consistent and immediate performance: 
the quicker it can definitively say that what is detecting is me, without 
me even realizing it, the better. The evident legacy of the 19th-century 
physiognomic identification and classification practices is vividly en-
hanced in the wide range of “operational images” (Farocki 2004) that 
biometric technologies produce for identification, security, and criminal 
investigation. As a contemporary derivation of the photogrammetric use 
of the camera, i.e., as an image-based measurement technology, facial 
recognition ensures “the monitoring of a situation and the extraction of 
useful information or active intervention” (Elsaesser 2013, 242). In this 
way, facial recognition triggers an expectation horizon oriented towards 
the objectivity proven by anthropometric indexical inscription: if the 
machine detects me in front of its sensor, then that is me.

In the case of Redundant Assembly, the same technological instru-
ment is “retooled” (Gabrys 2018) to confuse and discredit its function-
ing. Lozano-Hemmer’s installation aims to emphasize the identification 
process’ artificiality, arbitrariness, and opacity. For instance, if multiple 
visitors stand before the artwork, a composite portrait of their different 
facial features develops in real time. Furthermore, the live images of 
participants seamlessly overlay with the faces of previous visitors, ex-
tending the temporal aspect of the portrait assembly. However, instead 
of aiming to obtain a statistical distillation of criminal traits a la Francis 
Galton, Lozano-Hemmer interweaves perspectives, temporalities, and 
identities as if performing an exercise of “digital cubism”. By morphing 
between images from different perspectives (or between different faces), 
attention shifts from understanding the visual output as neutral, passive, 
objective, and singular to a dynamic and opaque interface with a strong 
unsettling feeling. The resulting image is an unstable and unsettling por-
trait of oneself with others. Indeed, the artwork not only aims to conceal 
private identity within a collective portrait but also forces viewers to 
confront the fact that we are constantly pursued by tracking devices that 
recognize us and react to us by anticipating our movements, desires, and 
trajectories. This way, Lozano-Hemmer positions his work in continuity 
with the practice previously proposed by the French philosopher Guy 
Debord known as détournement (1970). This distinctly artistic gesture is 
capable of re-signifying pre-existing practices or objects, which, when 
decontextualized or manipulated in unconventional ways, can reveal the 
internalization of the dominant narrative to which they are usually linked, 
only to hijack or subvert it from within.5 

In general, Lozano-Hemmer’s works shed light on how our exist-
ence in the world is increasingly interpreted in real-time through our ex-
pressions and behavior (Giannachi 2022). Transfiguring the operational 
purpose of facial recognition and showcasing its fallibility to the public 
involves a reappropriation of the visual material and the data underly-
ing it: viewers could reflect on how facial recognition technologies can 
influence their embodied self-perception. The artistic counter-narrative 
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demonstrates the crucial and relational nature of biometric data which 
are produced by and produce effects in the real world.

On this very point, we can easily connect with Lozano-Hemmer’s 
second installation, Thermal Drift. This art installation relies on a specific 
device, namely thermal imaging. Infrared thermal imaging is a detection 
method that combines optical and electronic technologies to compose 
a “visual-thermal scene” based on the emissivity degrees of the bod-
ies within it. Through an array of microbolometers, each pixel of this 
digital image can correspond to a value of infrared radiance, resulting 
in a thermal image map (Ammer & Ring 2019). The strategy of locat-
ing heat sources and subsequently triggering separation, control, and 
limitation procedures characterizes the use of thermal imaging and the 
common imagery associated with the images generated. These images 
are object-oriented and carry normativity assumptions. As Nicole Sta-
rosielski observes, thermal images are true vectors of “thermal power” 
(Starosielski 2021) that identify and recognize targets emitting abnormal 
heat to manage their behaviors, regulate their practices, and limit their 
actions. All bodies with high infrared emissions emerge from the ther-
mal scene as hot spots, whether static or in motion, self-exposing as 
potential suspects for surveillance. Body identification is a necessary 
functionality for defense systems; hence the attempt to determine the 
thermal signature of threatening bodies such as those of a military truck, 
helicopter, or human being. These object-oriented images often carry 
normative presuppositions, derived from militarized contexts of origin.

By blending thermal imaging with image-generating software, 
Lozano-Hemmer facilitates the blurring and reconfiguration of imagery 
associated with these visual prostheses. Firstly, in the case of facial rec-
ognition technologies, the singular anthropometric imprint is deceived, 
whereas with thermal imaging, the so-called “thermal signature” is 
called into question. The thermal signature refers to the capacity to 
identify a material entity – or its thermal activity – based on the infrared 
signal intercepted and visualized by the thermal camera. The concept 
of thermal signature is intricately linked to targeting methodologies, as 
it identifies and classifies thermally active entities for surveillance, de-
fence, or attack purposes. Entities emitting high levels of infrared radi-
ation appear in thermal images as distinct hotspots, whether stationary 
or in motion, inadvertently exposing themselves as potential targets for 
surveillance. Rather than reiterating this technology to identify warm 
bodies against a neutral background, Lozano-Hemmer illustrates the 
dispersion of heat and the interpenetration between thermal sources 
within a material-energetic field. Infrared radiation is portrayed as 
bundles of energy or quanta that reveal the constant thermal contagion 
rather than discrete and recognizable sources. In this manner, the artist 
reminds us that if there exists a thermal signature, it is always shared 
and dynamic. 

Furthermore, the artwork subverts the usual asymmetric relation-
ship established with thermal images: no longer militarized (or medi-
calized) images viewed solely by their creators and concealed from the 
subjects, but representations of the self that can be observed, recon-
textualized, and understood. Like Redundant Assembly, participants can 

indulge and reflect on their “data portrait” (Fedorova 2020); they can 
perceive how their warmth disperses into the environment and mingles 
with that of others. By interacting with Lozano-Hemmer’s thermal im-
ages, individuals can acquire insights into thermal emission dynamics 
and envision creative ways to make sense of their thermoceptive ex-
periences. Given that “digital and algorithmic mediation is increasingly 
important for our ability to define and understand ourselves” (Miglio & 
Galimberti 2023, 78), we contend that Lozano-Hemmer’s installations 
can significantly contribute in this regard. Specifically, Thermal Drift 
harnesses the potential curtailed by the habitual application of thermal 
imaging to reveal hidden actions and conceptual possibilities. Unpack-
ing the black box surrounding the repeated functioning of devices such 
as thermal imaging and facial tracking technologies invites critical 
questioning of how data is made perceptible and what can prevail 
among the various technological strategies available. In explicitly artic-
ulating the normative significance that biometric and post-photographic 
technologies carry, Lozano-Hemmer’s artworks do not merely serve as 
case studies to illustrate the construction of transparency in contem-
porary interfaces; instead, they challenge the very premise upon which 
these technologies are based, along with the sense of objectivity and 
objectification that is unthinkingly associated with them.

Conclusion

This article critically examines the apparent immediacy and realism 
inherent in photography, post-photographic images, and biometrics. 
Focusing on the historical use of photography for identification pur-
poses, we present contemporary artistic case studies that generate 
alternative narratives. Politically engaged strategies, such as those 
employed by Trevor Paglen and the Peng! Collective, provide pathways 
to deconstruct the role of photography as a transparent technology in 
capturing and producing identities. The artistic installations of Rafael 
Lozano-Hemmer further illustrate how media art can reveal the internal 
opacity of technological attempts to merge photographic and biometric 
processes typically used for surveillance and control. These practices 
demystify the photographic process and subvert the transparency of 
biometric identification, thereby clearly revealing the political impli-
cations of these “technologies of the self”. Indeed, post-photographic 
technologies for biometric rendering of the human body and face not 
only influence how we conceive of the self and its relationships with the 
world but also constrain and condition actions, movements, and identity 
constructions. In particular, the normative repercussions of the exercise 
of power associated with identification strategies and realistic interfac-
es are what the artworks presented in this paper make us aware of. 
Through opportunities for retooling and détournement, artistic practices 
can invert the nature of technological interactions with devices that 
conceal vastly different potential applications.	

Ultimately, this article advocates for critical engagement with 
transparent technologies through artistic practices. This is particularly 
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necessary today, as an increasing number of technological interfaces 
seamlessly merge with our body-mind continuum, often functioning 
so transparently that we use them without reflection. On one hand, 
exposing the hardware functioning of technology can help subvert the 
passive acceptance of the realism and immediacy effects of post-pho-
tographic interfaces. On the other hand, by challenging viewers to 
reconsider their relationship with biometric identification technologies 
and the data they generate, artworks promote a critical awareness of 
the underlying power dynamics and inaugurate forms of dissent.

 By rendering the opaque aspects of these technologies visible, 
we can better understand their impact on our perception, action, and 
cognitive processes, enabling us to reappropriate the associated so-
ciocultural imaginaries. Since every post-photographic image is not 
merely “captured” but also “constructed”, it is essential to highlight the 
procedures of composition and interconnection among images, soft-
ware, machines, and people. By focusing on the production processes 
of these self-images rather than on the already formed images, the 
case studies presented question the immediate functioning of these 
tools. With the ongoing production of technological artefacts aimed at 
immediacy, it is crucial to maintain both critical perspectives and labo-
ratory practices to navigate the complex interaction between subjects 
and devices in the future. While Science and Technology Studies (STS) 
have already fostered critical thought regarding the deterministic drift 
resulting from interactions with transparent technologies, this paper 
offers a complementary approach to reclaiming their agency fully. Spe-
cifically, we argue that retooling, hacking, and artistic détournements 
serve as effective strategies for achieving this goal.
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