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ABSTRACT: First described by filmmaker 

Harun Farocki, operational images (operative 

Bilder) are images that do not serve to 

represent reality, but to guide an operation. 

Operational images are functional images, 

produced as part of a set of actions or as 

instructions for carrying out a procedure: 

hitting a target, driving a vehicle, assisting 

in surgery, cataloging goods. These are 

images produced by machines for the use 

and consumption of other machines. For 

this reason, they escape human dynamics 

and relationships, yet at the same time, they 

permeate various aspects of today’s social 

reality,

such as mobility and transportation, logistics, 

healthcare, education, work, entertainment, 

and many other forms of human-machine 

interaction. Drawing from the works and 

writings of Farocki and other authors, this 

paper aims to analyze operational images as 

a key concept for understanding the radical 

transformation of visual culture and the role of 

images in shaping the relationship between 

humans and reality. Specifically, a series of 

paradoxes inherent to operational images 

will be discussed: their apparent ability to 

transcend the medium itself, their evasion of 

aesthetic or purely optical dimensions, and 

their tendency

toward obsolescence. In light of these 

characteristics, operational images

seem to form a new collective visual 

unconscious: they present themselves as the 

set of images we do not perceive and are 

unaware of, yet they determine and influence 

vast aspects and areas of our lives. This raises 

the question of whether and how it is possible 

to

bring parts of this collective visual 

unconscious to the surface, to make these 

phantom images visible to our consciousness, 

and to understand the e�ects operational 

images have on the real world.

Keywords:

Operational images - visual culture - Human-

machine interaction - collective visual 

unconscious - obsolescence

The spectrum of visual culture

The surface of an area crossed by a dotted 

line and overlaid with a series of codes and 

inscriptions; an object suspended in midair 

about to reach another object framed by 

a white box, against the background of a 

grayish; floating green boxes identifying 

objects or faces within an urban space; a 

landscape whose elements are transfigured 

into shadows colored green, yellow and 

red; shapes of tissues, organs and skeletal 

structures.

This list, which may sound at first moment 

as a random collection of di�erent things, is 

actually a list of images. More precisely, it is a 

list of a particular type of images that have at 

least two aspects in common. First, they are 

images that were not made by human beings 

for other human beings, but were produced 

by machines for the use and consumption 

Out of sight, out of mind.
Paradoxes of the visual unconscious in operational images.

Andrea Facchetti
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of other machines. Moreover, these images 

do not serve to visually describe a portion of 

the world. Instead, their function is to trigger 

and guide actions, procedures, operations. 

All of these images are in fact examples of 

operational images, operational images.

The term “operational image” appears for 

the first time within the video installation Eye/

Machine (2001-2003) by German director 

Harun Farocki. Eye/Machine, which consists of 

three parts, explores the relationship between 

human and machine within military operations 

and in war contexts, especially following 

the advent of “intelligent” technologies 

and the emergence of a new visual regime 

characterized by the automation of sight.

Within the work, archival images of military 

interfaces appear and are juxtaposed, 

video footage from the perspective of a 

missile that heads towards its target, films of 

surveillance devices, etc. Here Farocki uses 

for the first time the term operative image 

(operative Bilder) to describe «images that 

do not represent an object, but rather are 

part of an operation». Their main function 

is therefore not that of describ- ing through 

visual languages one or more aspects of 

reality. Operative images are functional 

images, that are produced as part of a set 

of actions or as instructions to carry out a 

procedure: to hit a target, to guide a vehicle, 

to assist a surgical operation, to catalog 

goods. They escape human dynamics and 

relationships, they are «images made by 

machines for other machines». In a certain 

sense, operative images are an evolution 

of the technical images described by Vilém 

Flusser. For Flusser «The technical image is an 

image produced by apparatuses». The most 

common example is the photographic image, 

to which Flus- ser dedicates a philosophical 

treatise, aimed – among other things – at 

deconstructing its apparent immediacy, their 

illusory objectivity, thus trying to uncover the 

black box that produces them. In another 

text, completely dedicated to technical 

images, the philosopher describes this new 

category of the visual through the concept of 

computability and their composition. Technical 

images are formed by discrete entities (the 

grain of the photographic film, the dots of the 

printing screen, the pixels of digital images) 

and by a calculation process (chemical, 

mechanical, or digital) that assigns a certain 

value to each of those entities. These images 

therefore belong to a «computed universe 

in which particles are assembled into visible 

images».

Compared to the images that precede them 

(a paint- ing for example), technical images 

o�er themselves to the gaze of the observer 

denying their being constructions. In other 

words, in the moment in which they show 

something, their materiality evaporates and 

becomes invisible. As Jussi Parikka writes, 

«to have an image is to forget there is a 

technical mediation that is the apparatus of 

capture and visualization [...] The material 

mediation, then, is what enables seeing 

and becomes unseen». This translates into 

a catachresis between medium and reality: 

when we observe the photograph of a tree, 

we are convinced of seeing the tree, while the 

material medium (the photographic paper on 

which the image of a tree is imprinted) goes 

unnoticed and disappears. With the advent 

of operative images this dynamic reaches a 

higher level: here it is the image itself that 

is lacking. What disappears is not only its 

material dimension, but also the optical and 

experiential one, while what remains visible 

(or at least experienceable) are its e�ects, that 

is the consequences of the opera- tions that 
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it triggers. It is no coincidence that Farocki, a 

year after the third chapter of Eye/Machine, 

titles a short essay dedicated to operative 

images Phantom Images, images that o�er a 

phantom perspective (evanescent and non-

existent) of reality and that have the capacity 

to go beyond the human scale, visualizing 

events and processes that exceed our 

perceptual apparatuses.

This apparent evanescence of operative 

images should not, however, be misleading. 

Nonethe- less they escape the realm of 

the visible, they in fact carry with them 

enormous consequences on the level of visual 

epistemology (that is, transforming the way in 

which the visual participates and intervenes in 

the processes of construction of knowledge), 

and at the same time they actively intervene 

on the level of the real. It should therefore 

not be surprising that operative images are 

occupying an increasingly central place in the 

research and practices of those who today 

deal in various capacities with images and 

visual culture. By machines, for machines 

Despite having a history that precedes «the 

industrialization of vision», operative images 

emerged at the end of the 20th century within 

military and war scenarios. Here in fact the 

new technologies of automated vision that 

Farocki describes in many of his films were 

experimented with for the first time. However, 

few years after operative images crossed the 

war scenarios, and established themselves 

as the crucial actors of «an ecology of 

observation, analy- sis, and surveillance» 

that now goes beyond the borders of 

military operations and territorial control by 

power (be it state, corporate, or cultural). 

Operative images, and the operations that 

they make possible, today permeate di�er- 

ent aspects of social reality, such as mobility 

and transport, logistics, health, education, 

work, entertainment, and many other di�erent 

forms of human-machine interaction. The 

ANPR (Automatic Number-Plate Recognition) 

is a good example. This technology is able 

to read vehicle license plates to determine 

their position. The ANPR is a technological 

system that uses both closed-circuit or tra�c 

control cameras to capture images of car 

license plates, and software for the optical 

character recognition (OCR) of the images to 

read the alphanumeric codes of the license 

plates, and the databases of law enforcement 

or other state apparatuses (which include the 

server farms that host them) in order to cross-

reference data and extract new information. 

Every day the hundreds of thousands of 

images produced by this system are analyzed 

to extrapolate a series of data that then 

allow to trigger some operations (identify 

violations of the tra�c code, identify uninsured 

vehicles, etc.). Another good example is the 

photographs taken by smartphones and which 

are then uploaded to digital platforms. Despite 

their social function as photo-souvenirs, these 

images exist also as operative images, given 

that they become part of the datasets used 

to train artificial neural networks in learning 

processes.

Okay, let’s continue with the translation of 

the essay in a way that sticks closely to the 

original Italian: automatic. Furthermore, their 

optical dimension and their existence on the 

visual plane is very limited. For the majority 

of the time they exist in the form of strings of 

code, and only in the moment in which the 

device is turned on are they translated into 

images, thanks to screens capable of creating 

a visually experienceable and significant 

surface – and which therefore produces an 

aesthetic experience –. It is no coincidence 

that the artist and researcher Trevor Paglen 

has defined this type of images invisible 
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images: «Invisible images actively observe 

us, they tease and push us, guiding our 

movements, inflicting pain and provoking 

pleasure».

Like other scholars, Paglen recognizes in the 

spread of operative images – that is, images 

that remain invisible to the human eye – the 

real paradigmatic shift brought about by 

the digital revolution in the field of visual 

culture: «What is truly revolutionary about 

the advent of digital images is the fact that 

they are essentially readable by machines: 

they can be seen by humans only in certain 

circumstances and for short periods of time». 

This represents to all intents and purposes 

something completely new in the history 

of images. The increasing and widespread 

automation of sight and the production of the 

visual has transformed and is transforming 

our relationship with images and their ability 

to intervene in the cognitive processes that 

determine our understanding of the world, 

defining the possibilities of relationship with 

it and within it. Precisely for this reason, the 

American artist invites us to completely rethink 

the categories and tools that until today have 

been developed and used to understand our 

relationship with the visual.

Operative images are in fact creating (and 

perhaps have already done so) a split in the 

world of images. On one hand, visible images, 

that is, images that present themselves in 

their optical dimension and that are therefore 

recordable by the human visual apparatus. 

Although they do not emerge unscathed 

from the advent of digital technologies, these 

images nonetheless remain an object of 

identifiable analysis within the frameworks 

of visual culture, and a manageable tool 

by those who use them in their practice. To 

this category, however, are being added 

operative images, which at a first level, that of 

their production, circulation, and perception, 

transcend the human sphere, only to return 

in the form of “operation,” that is, processes 

of pattern recognition, behavioral predictions, 

targeting, identification, profiling, etc. Their 

quantitative arrogance is echoed, however, 

by a sort of cognitive alienation, which 

renders operative images «not of the order 

of representation. Their operativity cannot be 

seen by an observing “subject” but rather is 

enacted via observation events distributed 

throughout and across devices, hardware, 

human agents and artificial networked 

architectures such as deep learning 

networks».

The concept of operative image thus 

emerges in the contemporary landscape 

as a key concept to understand the radical 

transformation of visual culture and the role 

of images in determining the relationship 

between human and reality. And it does so by 

triggering a series of paradoxes – or at least 

situations that are observed with the tools and 

frameworks of conventional visual culture (that 

is, preceding the digital revolution) appear as 

paradoxical.

A new visual unconscious 

The first paradox derives directly from their 

operational and automated character and 

puts in discussion the character of medium of 

operative images, as well as the role occupied 

by human actors. These images are not 

representations that exist within a relationship 

of mediation between human and reality, 

and in this sense they escape the definition 

of medium. They for the most part function 

within automated processes, that is, processes 

of production, distribution, and fruition that 

prescind from human presence. But at the 
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same time they are agents that intervene in 

a myriad of aspects of our life, influencing 

and determining the most disparate areas 

of social reality: from the logistics of goods 

to surgical interventions, from the flows 

of vehicles to security and surveillance. In 

these areas, various “machines” (sensors 

and cameras, calculation devices, reading 

software, databases and server farms, etc.), 

and the infrastructures necessary to network 

them, work and process the information 

contained in these images – or rather, in 

the databases composed of these images 

– to then activate a certain operation: the 

recognition of an object or a person, the 

definition of a surgical procedure, the driving 

of a vehicle, etc. Operative images therefore 

render rather ambiguous and controversial 

the role of medium that historically visual 

representations have played in the relationship 

between human and reality. In a certain sense, 

their operational character – their ability to 

intervene directly or indirectly on social reality 

– is articulated in a type of mediation very 

di�erent from the one we are used to, in which 

man seems a secondary actor, if not even an 

extra.

However, like any aspect of the technological 

sphere, despite then becoming part of 

automated processes, operative images 

remain a product of the human: «Humans 

constructed them, but we no longer know 

whose purposes they serve».

As has already been noted, however, they 

not only escape the definition of medium, but 

even the aesthetic and visual character. In 

other words, in operative images the optical 

dimension of the image is lacking, given that 

in the majority of cases these are never seen 

by a human eye. In many cases, indeed, they 

are not even visible to our visual apparatus. 

Operative images therefore challenge and 

question the very definition of image, given 

that their being created and used by machines, 

in fact renders superfluous their optical 

dimension, which only in some moments is 

produced to o�er itself to the human visual 

apparatus:

«The operational image emulates the look 

and feel of traditional images, but on closer 

inspection, this turns out to be a secondary 

function, almost a gesture of courtesy 

extended by the machines: The computer 

does not need the image».

In this sense, some authors prefer to speak of 

operative images in terms of data, given that 

their function is to collect and provide a series 

of information. From this paradox also derives 

their low propensity for documentation: 

how is it possible to memorize an invisible 

image? How can one preserve the memory 

of something that we are not given to see? It 

is no coincidence that operative images are 

designed for obsolescence, to escape and 

ignore any more or less traditional method of 

archiving. They are not recorded, and when 

they are, they are almost immediately deleted, 

as happens with the tapes or hard disks of the 

tele- surveillance cameras that are overwritten 

to record new images. And yet, even if they 

escape memorization, these images come to 

form an unconscious of the visible capable of 

shaping and influencing broad spheres of our 

social life.

Today, operative images then form our 

collective visual unconscious, given that they 

are configured as the set of images invisible 

to us, images that we do not perceive and 

of which we are conscious, but that, just like 

the psycho- analytic unconscious, determine 

and influence vast aspects and areas of 

our life. The collective visual uncon- scious 
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that coagulates from the eruption and the 

prolifera- tion of the operative images is 

however totally di�erent from the traditional 

visual and collective imaginaries. Here in fact 

it is possible to find processes of hermeneutic 

character, in which the meaning comes 

produced within the relationship between 

the image – its agencies and its conditions 

of possibility technical-material but also 

historical and socio- cultural – and the subject. 

The di�erence between the unconscious 

produced by the operational images and the 

imagina- ry visuals does not derive only from 

the (almost total) exclusion of human actors, 

but also from the way in which these images 

function, that is from the way in which they 

intervene on di�erent levels of social and 

material reality. Like the images technically 

described by Flusser, the operative images 

insert themselves in fact within processes 

of computation dedicated to reading and 

processing the da- ta contained therein. At 

the same time these processes ignore any 

semantic overflow in the extra- formal levels, 

such as for example history, the contexts 

cultural and social, the political dynamics and 

economic. Thus it seems to be completed then 

an- other split between the human kingdom 

and that of the machines, a split that gives life 

to a univer- so perceptive completely new: 

«Unburde- ned with “meaning”, the operational 

image nurtures post-hermeneutic hopes of an 

image world free of sym- bolization», a world 

crossed and governed by «an artificial mode 

of perception that exceeds the ca- pacities of 

the human eye by far».

Return to the Visible

After twenty years from their first identification, 

the operative images still escape today a 

complete and exhaustive definition. What 

seems certain is that their quantitative 

abundance and the excesses qualitative are 

indeed radically transforming our faculties of 

perceiving, comprehending and memorizing, 

but not through the sphere of the visual, but 

rather through that of the invisual, in which 

«observation operates in and through the 

image but is not of the order of the visual». 

Within this revolution of the visual, images are 

no longer representations of the world. They 

function and exist principally as condensations 

of data that allow the activation of procedures 

and operations. Their relationship with the 

external world no longer configures itself 

in an indexical or symbolic way, and their 

relationship with the human subject escapes 

the definition of medium. The operational 

images work rather through a process of 

codification of reality, which is thus translated 

into flows of data; these in their turn will 

allow determined operations, determined 

interventions in that same reality.

The apparent and ambiguous independence 

of the operative images, their automatic 

functioning that renders human presence 

superfluous, opens however to very risky 

narrations. It is still Paglen who warns us 

against the objectivity and the neutrality 

with which these systems and the images 

operative themselves are narrated: «Machine-

machine vision systems are extraordinary 

intimate instruments of power that operate 

through an aesthetic and an ideology of 

objectivity. But the categories that they adopt 

are studied to reify the forms of power that 

those same systems are called to serve». 

While more and more aspects of our life 

appear to us governed by hyper-technological 

apparatuses that act on a rational plane extra-

human (and therefore more objective), we lose 

sight of how those same images – and the 

procedures that they activate – emerge from 

an epistemology and from a rationality shaped 
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in the image and likeness of the technocratic-

western thought and of the extractive and 

profit logics.

And it is here that the practice (or the counter-

practice) of artists and researchers like Farocki 

becomes indispensable. Their importance 

resides in the capacity to bring the operative 

images back inside a visual regime (from the 

invisual again to the visual). This is one of the 

most profound meanings of a work like Eye/

Machine: to make us open our eyes in front 

of the operative images, to bring them back 

even if only temporarily inside an aesthetic 

dimension, «to extract images from processes 

that are no longer destined to be watched». 

This practice of re-visualization allows then 

to make some parts of that collective visual 

unconscious resurface, to bring back to our 

consciousness those phantom images, to 

reconstruct the bridge between image and 

operation, to comprehend the e�ects that the 

operative images have on the plane of the real 

and on us.”

Andrea Facchetti

(Libera Università di Bolzano)
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