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Disturbing, fleshy images: close reading and close looking at pornography  

Susanna Paasonen 

 

In discourses academic and popular, pornography stands for that which disturbs: it 

disturbs individual people, social norms, boundaries of the public and the private, 

various codes of appropriate behaviour and good taste. Feminist scholars have 

investigated porn primarily in terms of its disturbing, enraging and repugnant aspects. 

Holding pornographic texts, their producers and consumers at an arm’s length, the 

affective range of analysis has been mainly confined to the negative (see Paasonen 

2007). Recently, the cultural visibility of all kinds of pornographies, as well as the 

ubiquity of popular representations citing the codes and conventions of soft-core porn 

have given rise to claims not to be disturbed by pornography (Rossi 2007). While 

these claims for consumer agency are undoubtedly justified, it is also important to ask 

more precisely what is considered disturbing in porn, and what such disturbances may 

affect.  

 

According to most definitions of the term, pornography aims to sexually arouse its 

viewers and readers: depicting bodies, genitalia, acts and bodily fluids in attentive 

detail, it routinely excludes the social settings in which the acts are embedded. The 

generic specificity of pornography has been located in the texts themselves (that 
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which they depict), in authorial intentions (that which the images are intended to do), 

in their effects (that which the images do), in audience interests (that which is 

experienced as pornographic), and in combinations thereof. Film scholar Linda 

Williams (1991) has famously categorized porn, melodrama and horror as body 

genres that aim to move their viewers in highly bodily ways. As a body genre, porn 

not only displays bodily fluids but also has the power to make the viewers’ bodies 

leak (as with semen: similarly, melodrama brings its viewers to tears and horror 

makes bodies sweat). As Williams notes, the quality of pornography is evaluated 

through its sensory and sensuous effects rather than more formal considerations of 

narrative, character construction or aesthetics.  

 

Indeed, it would seem that there is preciously little to be read from or in pornography, 

given the genre’s commitment to carnal address (investigating bodies in detail while 

overriding semantics) as well as the secondary role of characterization or plot 

development. One might also consider the fundamental unreadability of photographs, 

as elaborated by Roland Barthes (1981; also Armstrong 1998, 14) as adding to the 

challenge of reading pornographic images. Inspired by this methodological dilemma, 

this chapter experiments with close looking (Armstrong 1998, 3) at pornography that 

is not literal but tries to account for the ‘uncontrolled and uncontrollable’ aspects 

(MacDougall 2006) of images. In what follows, I address one specific image, a digital 

amateur photograph featuring a man and a sneaker that has had a particularly haunting 

presence ever since I first encountered it in 2005 as part of a slide show of amateur 

pornography archived by Sergio Messina from alt.fetish newsgroups. 
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Acknowledging the status of images as non-linguistic entities that operate in a 

different register of meaning and experience than texts bound to specific structures, it 

can well be argued that reading is not the best of terms to describe the act of studying 

them. At the same time, reading or close reading, as practiced in studies of art, are 

rarely explained or explicated as specific methods. Due to this, it may be possible to 

pose ‘looking’ as alternative to ‘reading’ without actually addressing the 

methodological differences between the two activities (not to mention epistemological 

or ontological ones). It may be impossible to read a photo, but one can certainly 

interpret it and write about it. The question then is, how these interpretations come 

about and what they aim to uncover. 

 

The sneaker image brings me to questions concerning the materiality of digital images 

and their networked circulation, but also the interpenetration of sensation and 

interpretation, which Isobel Armstrong (2000) has theorized as a particular affective 

dynamic. Rather than posing the perennial question of cultural studies (‘What does 

this mean?’), I consider the image as a particular kind of actor with power to affect its 

audiences, myself included. In other words, the aim is to shift the emphasis from 

meaning to the workings and affects of pornography while thinking through the 

methodological challenges involved. Addressing violent affect in cinema and 

literature, Marco Abel (2007, x) frames encounters with such texts as involving 

‘asignifying intensities’ (affects and force) rather than signification, meaning or 

mediation. In stead of defining the question as involving either affect or mediation, I 

consider the two as intimately co-dependent – as attached at the hip, sharing some 

vital organs, and detachable only with some degree of violence and risk of harm.  
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As cultural artefacts, pornographic images, stories or videos are both material and 

semiotic, involving both fleshy intensities and conventions of representation. 

Through minute realism in terms of anatomical exchanges, porn tries to mediate the 

sensory and to attach the viewing body to its affective loop. In its carnal address, porn 

relies on the readers’ ability to recognize and sense the sensations, desires and 

pleasures depicted in their own bodies. At the same time, porn is markedly fantastic in 

its visions of desire, stamina and gratification knowing no bounds, in its routinely 

hyperbolic depictions of gender differences (as well as of other identity categories 

such as age, class, ethnicity, nationality or ‘race’) and in its scenarios where relations 

between people, objects and environment are markedly and primarily sexual. 

Pornography aims to convey sensations and affective intensities but this can only be 

achieved through representational practices: hence their materiality is ‘not of the 

factural, but rather of the textual kind’ (Armstrong 1998, 3). Referencing Donna 

Haraway ever so slightly out of context, pornography involves a deep joint between 

materiality and semiosis and ‘the materialized semiosis of flesh always includes the 

tones of intimacy, of body (--) of juiciness’ (Haraway 2000, 86). The embodied 

cannot be reduced to the semiotic, but neither can questions concerning meaning be 

merely effaced when working with cultural artefacts such as images or videos. In 

pornography, bodies move and move the bodies of the people watching. This motion 

involves a complex nexus of flesh, generic conventions, technologies and values – 

actors that are both material and immaterial, human and nonhuman – in and through 

which particular images and texts become experienced as pornographic. 

 

In the case of porn, representational practices are highly stylized (porn being 

markedly formulaic even for a popular genre) and conditioned by the dictates of 
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camerawork (inasmuch as performers’ positions aim at optimized exposure to the 

camera’s lens and lighting). The movement and translation taking place in-between 

the carnally performed, the mediated and the sensed in pornography brings forth 

questions concerning affect as particular kinds of dynamic encounters and exchanges. 

At the same time, translation from the carnal and the tactile to the visually perceived 

is never fully accomplished – a perpetual gap remains between how things feel and 

how they look. Similarly, a gap separates bodily sensations from ways of mediating 

and articulating them (cf. Scarry 1985). The dilemma is a familiar one from other 

physical practices on which – in Niklas Largier’s (2007, 14) phrasing – ‘words go 

around’. Largier sees bodily practices (such as flogging) as analogue to pictures in the 

sense that neither can ‘never be fully translated into words’ and that both show ‘a 

fundamental resistance to language’: Their ‘“meaning” withdraws from view as soon 

as it is named, for the action itself does not aim at any sort of meaning, but rather at 

what might be said, yet cannot be said, insofar as its significance is never fulfillable in 

a word.’ (Largier 2007, 14–15, emphasis in the original.) Like flogging, sexual acts 

can only be known with and through the body, and it is through bodily archives of 

such experiences that one finds resonance with mediations of other people’s carnal 

acts. With pornographic images, one might then identify a double resistance to 

language, one springing from both the carnality of the scenarios performed and 

recorded, and from photographs’ different aesthetic modality.  

 

Calling such images texts, as tends to be standard in media and cultural studies, may 

be plain misleading. The practice of defining objects and topics of inquiry as texts 

independent of their material properties is widespread enough as to have gained 

certain transparency: human and animal bodies, machines, cultural artefacts, 
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representations and lived environments have all been conceptualized as texts to be 

read and interpreted, which implies interest towards aesthetics and meaning making 

(and perhaps also questions concerning structure). This expansive use of ‘text’ and 

‘reading’ obscures the fact that surely ‘words go around’ not only pictures but also 

individual and social bodies, landscapes and material objects. Reading, in practice, 

has often been looking, yet guided by questions of meaning and signification, rather 

than the effects that specific material properties may have.  

 

Banal spectacles 

 

From gonzo porn (semi-amateur videos shot by a man with a camera, often sharing 

his field of vision with the audience) to all kinds of reality porn sites or the current 

flux and popularity of amateur pornography online, acts and scenarios in 

contemporary porn take place in familiar surroundings and within the overall register 

of the banal and the quotidian. The rise of amateur pornographies supports and 

amplifies pornography’s general commitment to authenticity – the ça à été (‘that 

which has been’) that Roland Barthes saw as fundamental to the witnessing functions 

of photography. In his discussions on amateur fetish porn, Sergio Messina sees these 

novel pornographies produced with digital cameras and exchanged online with 

interested parties as different from existing forms of hardcore and soft-core 

pornography. According to Messina, digital amateur photography is realcore, grittier 

kind of porn ‘striving to portray the reality of the (amateur) scene and the true desires 

of the participants’ (in Dery 2007, 17). In other words, Messina invests realcore 

images with the capacity of conveying and mediating more than singular acts, poses 

or scenarios: the viewer becomes invited to share individual desires and to participate 
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in a specific affective circuit as the audience desired by the amateur pornographers. 

 

At the two-day Art and Politics of Netporn event of 2005, a slide show was playing 

amateur pornography from Messina’s collections randomly several times over on a 

large screen. Among these was an image of a man’s penis and a Nike sneaker. While 

this was not by any standard the most exotic of the numerous images available, it was 

one to stuck with me. After the conference, I was under compulsion to describe the 

image to friends and colleagues – that is, to translate the visual experience into textual 

descriptions. As the image became available some time later online and in print in 

Mark Dery’s (2007, 24) interview with Messina (with the appellation of ‘sneaker 

freak’), several of my friends imagined already having seen the image due to my 

sharing and mediating of the previous encounter(s).  

 

 

The image is simple enough as such. Looked at literally, it is shot in a bathroom with 

white tiling partly visible in the background, and displays the crotch area of a man 

standing with his legs apart and left leg slightly raised. In his left hand he holds a 

white leather Nike basketball sneaker with a blue Swoosh logo, while apparently 

taking the picture with his right hand. The man’s reddish erect penis has been neatly 

and snugly inserted under the white shoelaces – or, perhaps better, his penis has been 

laced into the shoe in an act of bondage or frottage. The man’s crotch area is 

relatively hairy and unshaved, his skin pink, he sports no extraordinary musculature, 

and seems to be wearing a watch on his left wrist. The sneaker in question is rather 

small, something fitting a boy, but also of the size to fit the penis. The image quality 

is low, there is little colour or shade contrast, and nothing much is taking place in the 
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photograph than a simple display of the sneaker and the penis placed squarely in the 

centre of the composition. There is nevertheless something excessive, even 

spectacular in the image: some ‘physical residue in the image that resists absorption 

into symbol, narrative, or expository discourse’ (MacDougall 2006, 18).  

 

To paraphrase a line from David Cronenberg’s Videodrome, the image has remained 

on the retina of my mind’s eye for over three years: I am able to recall and revisit the 

image just by closing my eyes. The image exemplifies surprise, which Michael 

Warner (2000, 185) associates with unpredicted acts and forms of desire displayed in 

porn. My persistent attachment to the image speaks of fascination as well as 

puzzlement: this is definitely an image I have been moved and vexed by and which 

has pushed my own understandings of the pornographic. My relation to the sneaker 

image is decidedly affective and while my viewing experiences have gone through 

transformations since 2005, the image has not lost its power to move me. Drawing on 

Marx’s theory of capital, Sara Ahmed (2004, 45) sees affect as ‘an effect of the 

circulation between objects and signs (= the accumulation of affective value)’. Hence 

the more the signs circulate, the ‘stickier’ – the more saturated with affect – the object 

becomes. Of all the thousands and thousands of pornographic images I have 

encountered during my years of studying porn, the sneaker photograph is one holding 

continuing fascination. My reiterations and revisitations of the photograph have 

bestowed it with considerable stickiness. 

 

The sneaker image illustrates a possibility of being ‘touched by the substance and 

texture of image’ (Sobchack 2005, 65). As a pornographic image aiming to arouse, 

the sneaker speaks past me. I have, however, been obviously caught in an affective 
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fold lined with surprise, amusement, titillation, affection, fondness and occasional 

exhilaration. Importantly, these sensations and feelings are impossible to tell apart 

from one another: they as if stick to the image as layered affective encounters. 

Fundamentally, the sneaker image represents something of an enigma. There is no 

narrative involved, merely a static moment of exposure, no adjoining text to direct 

analysis or any information as for the author, the owner/wearer of the sneaker, or their 

possible relations. While Messina may hold some of this information thanks to his 

archiving practices and exchanges with the amateur pornographers, none of this info 

has trickled down to me. In terms of interpreting the image, there is little to go by in 

terms of context. The image, as it appeared on the screen, had a small logo inserted in 

the bottom right-hand corner giving a URL for something like ‘sneakerfuck.com’ but 

this has not appeared in its more recent incarnations. Without captions or other verbal 

directives, the image lacks an anchor tying it to a system of signification (Armstrong 

1998, 2). The sneaker image is, then, isolated on several levels: separated from its 

author/performer, his sneaker activities and possible other productions; from the 

Usenet alt.fetish groups and their exchange economies; as well as from the collections 

of Messina. The image copy that I hold is downloaded from Dery’s blog, and 

effectively cut off from the social circulation (of producers, distributors, viewers and 

practitioners) it was once part of. Gaining a new kind of ‘social afterlife’ (Klastrup 

2007) as an object of academic speculation, it has also been deterritorialized. 

 

What I do know is that this is an amateur image most likely taken and circulated by 

the man intimately attached to the sneaker in the image, and that it has been 

distributed in alt.fetish newsgroups and archived by Messina. To the degree that the 

sneaker image is chosen from Messina’s substantial archive as one to be publicly 
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displayed, it has shifted from an archive to a collection, cut off from its origins 

(including any authorial intentions) and reframed as part of a new entity defined by 

the collector. As Joanna Sassoon (2004, 193) points out, this involves certain loss. At 

the same time, however, this detachment is already initiated by the amateur 

pornographer in the sense that the act of sharing in and to the affective circuits 

involved. The author has recorded a solitary act in freeze-frame and, circulating it in a 

newsgroup, he has expanded the performative space into a social one: the act is no 

longer solitary but a proud display witnessed by others. Authorial pleasures are thus 

manifold, ranging from the sexual sensations experienced to the acts of recording, 

sharing and exposure. Without an audience, the circuit of fantasy would be cut short. 

Considering the pleasures of filming, David MacDougall defines them as a corporeal 

form of production that may involve erotic pleasures in filming others (without the 

content being erotic in nature): ‘The pleasure of filming erodes the boundaries 

between filmmaker and subject, between the bodies filmmakers see and the images 

they make’ (MacDougall 2006, 27). With the sneaker image, these bodies are 

obviously one and the same, yet the act of recording enables a particular kind of 

‘doubling’, of witnessing one’s own body through the eye/lens of the camera. In this 

instance, photography can be seen as more than an instrumental act of recording – as 

an act gratifying in itself. 

 

Looking closer 

 

How, then, close look at this particular digital photograph? David MacDougall (2006, 

7) describes careful looking as ‘more deliberate than seeing and yet more unguarded 

than thinking’, as activity that must involve an affectation of the senses. In other 
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words, close looking must not shy away from intimacies with image but embrace 

them. This is also the mode of seeing that Roland Barthes investigated as the 

‘adventure’ provided by specific photographs: attachment, interest and appeal 

experienced as sensory that is, by necessity, highly personal. Writing on the intensity 

of being ‘caught up with, imbricated in, the structure of the text’s processes’, literary 

scholar Isobel Armstrong (2000, 94) argues for the centrality of affect for thought. 

According to her, ‘close reading has never been close enough’ but ‘always engaged 

with mastery’ (Armstrong 2000, 95). Acknowledging and accounting for the power of 

texts necessitates not only abandoning the ideal of reader’s mastery but also 

redefining affect as a dynamics of experience impossible to tell apart from acts of 

interpretation. Consequently, texts need to be seen as giving rise to particular 

affective dynamics, as affecting and effecting certain experiences. This call for closer 

close reading appears to be kin to Marco Abel’s (2007, xiii) interest in how images 

and texts ‘configure our ability to respond to, and do to things with, them’.  

 

The understanding of affectation as sensed in particular bodies, conceptualized by 

MacDougall, Ahmed, Armstrong or, indeed, Henry Bergson, differs from the more 

‘Deleuzean’ conceptualizations such as Abel’s, in which affect is not personal or 

sensed in specific bodies but more a question of abstract dynamics cutting across and 

connecting different bodies. Theorizing violent affect as such a non-personal 

dynamic, Abel nevertheless works through cinematic and literary texts which he has 

found personally compelling, moving and affective (e.g. Abel 2007, xvii). Through 

abstraction, these affectations are translated into more general dynamics no longer 

bearing traces of the author’s initial experiences. This move can also be seen as 

generalizing individual sensations as something shared and transparent. After all, 
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images, scenes and moments by which we find ourselves imprinted may not have 

much appeal to others – as has certainly been the case with the sneaker photograph. 

Addressing its affective appeal, I only have access to my own sensations that cannot 

be derived from the properties of the image, nor generalized as its overall appeal.  

 

My sentiments towards the sneaker image are fundamentally mixed. The image is not 

pleasurable or disgusting but fascinating, puzzling and therefore arresting, disturbing: 

it is explicitly banal (the setting of the bathroom; the mundane object of the sneaker; 

the amateur taking a random snapshot with one hand; the small size of the digital 

image file resulting in low visual quality; the neatly tied shoe laces; the dryness and 

friction of the scenario depicted), yet also exceptional and unforgettable. Looking for 

means of articulating the appeal of the image, I find myself drawn to Barthes’ 

ruminations on photography and punctum. For Barthes (1981, 26–27) punctum is an 

image that fascinates and injures, pricks, bruises and punctures one’s body, and 

becomes ‘singularly arresting’ (Fried 2005, 539). Punctum provides an adventure 

while also resisting being pinned down: it is an unintentional detail of the kind that 

cannot be premeditated or planned and which ‘fills the whole picture’ (Barthes 1981, 

45). The sneaker image has been shot with one hand without the man holding the 

camera being unable to see how exactly he was framing the shot. The neatly tied 

shoelaces stand in contrast to the randomness of the act of recording – for me, this is 

where the punctum lies – or at least so I think.  

 

According to Barthes, that which can be named cannot truly prick – things that prick 

remain excessive in the sense of resisting translation into language. There is 

something excessive and evasive to punctum, the class of photographs Barthes found 
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most appealing and which he marked apart from the category of studium, namely 

banal and descriptive images lacking in detail. Studium images call for contemplation 

and contextualization, and they necessitate encountering and recognizing the 

photographer’s intentions. These are images with functions: ‘to inform, to represent, 

to surprise, to cause to signify, to provoke desire’ (Barthes 1981, 28; also Fried 2005, 

542). To the degree that pornographic images are intended to arouse, and that 

pornography generally represents sexual acts, it belongs to the realm of studium. In 

addition to porn, Barthes categorized journalistic photographs as ones involving 

studium. Literal and detailed, yet lacking in ‘ruptural detail’ (Armstrong 1998, 7), 

pornographic images are unary images full of shock but void of punctum:  

 

‘Nothing more homogeneous than a pornographic photograph. It is always a 

naive photograph, without intention and without calculation. Like a shop 

window which shows only one illuminated piece of jewelry, it is completely 

constituted by the presentation of only one thing: sex: no secondary, untimely 

object ever manages to half conceal, delay, or distract.’ (Barthes 1981, 41.) 

 

In its literalness, the pornographic is also a category separate from the erotic, 

‘pornographic that has been disturbed, fissured’. For Barthes, a photograph of Robert 

Mapplethorpe’s represents the erotic in its close-up of underwear fabric. This 

emphasis on the material works to displace the pornographic and shift the image away 

from the unary (Barthes 1981, 42; cf. Kidd 2003). The sneaker image forces me to 

consider a rebuttal of this division and its overall usefulness in and for studies of 

pornography. The sneaker image may be literal and focused on only one thing but it is 

hardly full of shock. The photograph is also in excess to the literal, both strikingly 
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banal and simultaneously transgressing its banality. As a fetish, the ‘untimely object’ 

of the sneaker is transformed into an object of desire and becomes invested with a 

kind of agency in the process: it definitely is no mere prop. To a degree, the body of 

the man seems to fuse in with the sneaker, hence bringing forth a new kind of 

corporeal assemblage. All this, however, does not make it ‘erotic’ in the sense of 

displacing the genitalia or sex as its central objects. Quite the contrary, the sneaker 

becomes fundamentally sexualised. The shoelaces may be the punctum detail of the 

image, but they are impossible to tell apart from the erect penis on display. And while 

the photograph may be intended to arouse the viewer sexually, these intentions have 

random connection to my own experiences of the image. 

 

The problems inherent in Barthes’ categorisation are threefold: firstly, he defines 

pornography in highly unifying and simplifying terms. Secondly, evoking the division 

of pornography versus erotica, Barthes reiterates a value distinction in which the latter 

is defined by artistry and aesthetic value, and the former by the lack thereof. This 

hierarchical division (between ‘good’ and ‘less good’ images) is a familiar one and 

does not allow for the factually elastic and leaky boundaries of erotica and 

pornography (Williams 2004, 6). Thirdly, the exclusion of the pornographic from the 

realm of punctum seems to go against his very definition of punctum as unintended 

experiences arising from the meeting of the viewer and the image that are separate 

from authorial intentions. Quite the contrary, it would seem to frame out certain kinds 

of encounters with images by default. Barthes’ dismissal of the pornographic owes 

more to preconceived value hierarchies than it does to empirical considerations of 

actual pornographic images. This is unfortunate since the conceptualization of 

punctum as affective encounters with images and texts would seem to make possible 
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to tackle the specific power and modality of pornography as bodily address. While 

Laura Kipnis (1996, 161) has considered the ways in which pornography speaks 

through visceral audience engagement, Barthes was interested in the how the object of 

photography speaks in the images. Bringing the two lines of thought together would 

make sense in investigations of the specific ‘stickiness’ of pornography as an object 

of debate, desire and disgust. 

 

Digital, material, sensory  

 

The sneaker image has particular properties that render it unique and attach me to it: it 

affects me in particular ways through its texture. My attachment owes to the affective 

first encounter with the image – the moment in which interpretation was 

‘undifferentiated and bound up with matter and feeling in a complex relation that it 

often later loses in abstraction’ (MacDougall 2006, 1). Later investigations have made 

the image familiar, yet my considerations of its meaning invariably fall short. The 

image resists attempts to master its meanings. Such attempts involve the use of force 

and may result in loosing sight of things other than those we expect to ‘or distracting 

us from seeing very much at all’ (MacDougall 2006, 1). I can describe the image (as I 

have compulsively been doing), contextualise it in terms of gay subcultures, sneaker 

fetish practices and amateur pornographies flourishing on the Internet since the 1990s, 

or even attempt to reconstruct its original paths of circulation. Alternatively, I could 

use the image as platform for conceptualizing the blurred lines of presentation and 

representation in pornography, or the codes of directness associated with amateur 

imaging, digital photography and online distribution. All this, however, involves the 

studium aspect of the image and analytical investigations to excavate its meanings – 
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that is, reading. As interesting as I do find such reflections, they have relatively little 

connection to my sticky attachment to the image in question and what I consider as its 

exceptionality or compelling characteristics. The sneaker image presents me with a 

dilemma concerning that which is pornographic. It is a form of speech that questions 

the possibility of categorisations of and structural arguments concerning the sexual 

dynamics, aesthetics or politics of pornography – or the sexual act for that matter. In 

this sense, the image is fundamentally pedagogical. It provides possibilities of 

learning about sexual kinks and tastes but even more centrally about the 

uncontrollability of encounters with images.  

 

Close looking at the sneaker image renders it an actor more than an object ‘in that it is 

not the meanings of things per se that are important but their social effects as they 

construct and influence the field of social action that would not have occurred if they 

did not exist, or, in the case of photographs, if they did not exist in this or that specific 

format’ (Edwards and Hart 2004, 4, referencing Alfred Gell, emphasis in the 

original.) In other words, the specific materiality of the sneaker image as made of 

pixels needs to be accounted for. Joanna Sassoon (2004, 190) argues that with digital 

images, the attention shifts from photographs as material objects to photographs as 

visual surfaces – from the complexity of the material to pure focus on subject content. 

For her, this process is one of homogenization and loss, of stripping down the image 

from its existence in space and time to a flat digital copy. While physical photographs 

travel and circulate from one person to another, from boxes to displays, such contexts 

are more difficult to trace with digital images (Sassoon 2004, 191–192). In such 

considerations of the materiality of photographs, have digital images have been 

characterized in terms of loss (of image quality, tactile qualities and the object’s 
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specificity) in comparison to ‘traditional’ photochemical prints. Thinking beyond this 

framing of loss, digital photographs have their specific kind of materiality and social 

life owing to hardware, cables, hubs and wires that is inseparable from the ways in 

which they are experience and interpreted (cf. Hayles 2003; Manoff 2006). In the case 

of the sneaker, my experiences are conditioned by properties such as the fairly low 

image resolution (that is, sparseness of information), forms of storage and distribution 

(from a fetish newsgroup to a conference room, a cultural theory blog and the hard 

drive of my laptop), as well as those of display (projected on a large screen, seen on 

the computer screen, slightly flickering and illuminated against a white background). 

As a digital file, the sneaker image has a social life, and a more viral one than an 

individual still image ever could have. Incontrollable in its circulation, the image can 

be endlessly reproduced, reappropriated and displayed in ways unintended by its 

creator. This brings about a specific kind of fluidity and liveness the image could not 

have as a printed material copy.   

 

In their consideration of affect and digital images, Luciana Parisi and Tiziana 

Terranova (2001, 124) argue that digital culture ‘presents an intensification of the 

material qualities of the image’. The materiality in question here is not the tangible 

texture of images as objects inasmuch as their affective intensity – their power to 

move between and affect various bodies. In this framework, images can be considered 

‘as matter (a matter of information), and matter as dynamic or “informational”’ 

(Clough 2003, 362, emphasis in the original), as something that is always becoming 

in encounters with bodies, forces and images. For Parisi and Terranova (2001, 125), 

the intensification of the images’ material qualities owes to digital images’ relative 

autonomy from the regimes of representation and identification since digitally 
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modelled visual effects and images, unlike photochemical records, are no longer tied 

to notions of the real and that which has been. 

 

The sneaker image, for its part, retains some of the traditional witnessing functions of 

photography (as well as of pornography), but its relative autonomy from semantic 

anchors also detaches it from notions of identification. The image depicts a sexual 

scenario. It shows a man with a sneaker and, if so desired, it can be read as 

representing certain desires, sexual subcultures, exchanges or consumer fetishes. 

Along and beyond these, however, the image is fundamentally abstract, volatile and 

even oddly animate.  

 

Pornography involves translating the sensory, the embodied and the libidinal into 

representations, descriptions and commodities. These acts of translation are also ones 

of pinning down, reframing and hence to a degree acts of displacement. While this 

translation is explicitly the case in porn/erotic stories and other narratives, something 

of the kind is also taking place in still images (namely a pinning down; an articulation 

of desire). The desires or sensations depicted may not ever fully translate from the 

carnal to the symbolic or the representational but at least they are being shown or 

sketched. It is nevertheless exactly the ‘speechless’, that which fails to be mediated or 

represented (that which escapes the semantic) that remains fascinating and compelling 

in pornography. Pornographic images and texts involve a degree of excess in their 

commitment to the realm of the embodied and the fleshy that words do not seem to 

fully grasp. 
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