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 When we look at a photograph of the topography 
of Mars sent to Earth by one of NASA’s scientific 
instruments, we claim to know something about the 
distant planet where this photograph was taken. 

 As obvious as it may seem, it nonetheless must 
be stated: no human being has ever been to Mars. All 
observations of the planet have been made by machines 
and sent to us via digital transmission. Short of a 
manned mission to Mars, this is the best humanity can 
do. Since its launch from Cape Canaveral on August 
12, 2005 and its arrival in Martian orbit on March 
10, 2006, the Mars Reconaissance Orbiter (MRO) has 
been studying the history of water on Mars and the 
possibility that liquid water still flows on the 
Red Planet today. In addition to monitoring weather 
patterns and analyzing particle distribution in 
Mars’s atmosphere, the MRO uses extreme close-up 
photography to document the surface of the planet. 

 The most recent object of the MRO’s observation 
has been a number of dark streaks which appear to 
flow down the planet’s slopes. It has been observed 
that these streaks darken and expand during warmer 
seasons while they fade during cooler seasons. After 
observing the ebb and flow of these streaks, called 
recurring slope lineae (RSL), over several years, 
scientists inferred the process to be caused by 
contemporary liquid water. Scientists are fairly 
certain that Mars was once home to vast expanses 
of liquid water, not unlike the oceans and lakes 
of Earth. However, the conclusions drawn from the 
study of the photographic images of Mars’s RSL, in 





conjunction with the detection of hydrated salts 
when the streaks are at their widest, have given 
scientists sufficient evidence to believe that 
liquid water can still be found on Mars today, and 
that its presence may contribute to an environment 
capable of supporting life.  

  The observations made by mechanized apparatuses 
hundreds of millions of miles away and transmitted 
digitally to humans on Earth cannot be said to be 
synonymous with observations made directly through 
the human visual system. Although both effectively 
absorb and analyze data, the processes of image-
gathering performed by humans and by machines are, 
in fact, quite different. 

 The human brain analyzes data based on a probability 
model of understanding. Our visual perception is 
a process of hypothesis testing designed to make 
sense of our surroundings in the most economical 
way possible. Human visual processing always seeks 
to perceive visual stimuli in the simplest, most 
straightforward way it can. As such, our brain is 
constantly making assumptions about the information 
that is taken in through the eyes, hoping to draw 
conclusions which can be tested logically against 
stored knowledge. 

 We must not anthropomorphize machines. As Vilém 
Flusser describes in Into the Universe of Technical 
Images (1985), technical apparatuses, such as 
computers or digital cameras, analyze data based on 
a possibility model of understanding. As opposed to 





human mind-computers, technical apparatuses require 
a log of infinite possible outcomes, or at least 
an algorithm which can account for these infinite 
possibilities. Having no concept of probability 
or predictability, machines do not make judgments 
based on prior experience. Machines are not testing 
hypotheses. They are not concerned with eliminating 
irrelevant data to the extent that humans are. 

 From a human perspective, this implies a tendency 
towards incoherence and disinformation counter to 
our own tendency towards comprehensibility and 
clarity. Our anthropocentric view prevents us from 
seeing the way machines see; that is, absorbing all 
data as equally relevant and potentially useful. 
By the time we become aware of an image our brains 
have already edited these images for content, 
compressed their file size, and rid itself of what 
it perceives as unnecessary information, all without 
our cognizance. 

 We must not confuse human vision with machine 
vision since the two operate on entirely different 
assumptions. The process of data-gathering and 
analysis taken up by humans can be said to be 
tending towards concreteness. The image in the mind 
is more comprehensible than the raw, unprocessed 
image; that is, information received through the 
eyes makes more sense to us after it has been 
analyzed by the brain. All unnecessary, confusing, 
or distracting data has been weeded out, leaving 
only a graspable image behind. This leaves us with 
an incomplete, highly modified image. We prefer 





to see the world from this vantage, one which is 
tightly controlled by a perception-altering police 
force, than expose ourselves to a universe of the 
unknown. 

 Regardless, we believe so devoutly in photographic 
truth that we allow it to serve as a prosthetic for 
human experience. It is with blind faith that we 
rely so heavily on the confirmatory power of our 
eyes to reveal functional truths; so much, in fact, 
that in this age of technical images, we often take 
for granted just what it is we are looking at. The 
product of mechanized vision is not the highly 
rationalized image we receive through the process 
of human vision. 

 An image mechanically-produced and digitally-
transmitted is radical beyond rationality.  

 Digital transmission tends toward abstraction. 
Data is absorbed through the technical apparatus 
as a single, compressed cross-section of space and 
time only to be broken up into millions and millions 
of pixel-pieces and rearranged into an image upon 
transmission. At its most basic level, the digital 
photograph in front of us, whether on a screen or 
printed in two-dimensions, is an arrangement of 
pixels, bits, and bytes. The image we perceive is 
little more than a collage of information, and a 
fictitious one at that. 

 What happens to a digital image in the liminal 
space between the input and output of data? 





 Once this digitally-produced image enters the 
human visual system, what we are seeing are merely 
traces of a process of data abstraction. What 
they present to the viewer is just an illusion 
of representation. It is only in the human mind-
computer that the millions of data particles, 
fractured and reconstructed during the process of 
transmission, are compressed, analyzed, and imbued 
with any coherence. If abstraction is intrinsic in 
the mechanized process of image-production, who is 
to say that digital images, independent of human 
reasoning, are coherent at all? 

 The inauthenticity and unreliability of images, 
previously described by Walter Benjamin as a 
condition which followed the advent of methods 
of mechanical reproduction, have been taken to 
even greater extremes in our digital climate. 
We have come to falsely equate quantified data 
with knowledge and knowledge with representation. 
Truthful representation as such is not a factor in 
the mechanized production of images and thus must 
not be assumed to be present in digital images 
at all. Ironically, it is not a factor in human 
visual perception either. This assertion should not 
negate the power of images, digital or otherwise, 
to depict data. It is only that this data does not 
have a single, definable, even recognizable form. 

 If, where the production of images is concerned, 
data cannot be predictably represented, how can it 
be expressed visually? 





 I believe the answer to this question implicates 
art. More specifically, this art should be digital. 
If the inherent abstraction of mechanized data-
gathering and analysis is embraced, machines can 
more easily be exploited for their expressive 
quality. The unknowable should not be met with fear; 
this mindset is entirely too human and intrudes 
upon creative thinking. We did not emerge from the 
darkness of Plato’s cave, we did not send a man to 
the moon or cosmic probes to Mars to be comforted 
by the confirmation of the universe we held in our 
minds. Images should not mirror our experience, but 
expand it. Along these lines, we must not seek to 
represent our universe but create it. 

 Although technical apparatuses extend our reach 
into the unknown, we are no closer to grasping 
the truth. The infinite possibilities programmed 
into mechanized data processing is creative in 
its essence, constantly generating newness in an 
continuous process of unknowing. The production of 
digital images is not a science, but an art. As 
such, it communicates in the way that art does: 
through allusion, metaphor, implication, and 
abstraction. There is no reconciliation; there are 
more questions than answers. Using digital media 
as our tool, we can free ourselves from the fetters 
of our rationalizing mind and see the world as an 
infinitely blank canvas. If we can learn to think 
like machines, or at least relinquish ourselves 
to the abstract, unknowable ether mechanization 
provides, we can learn to think like artists.
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