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Transparency

TRANSPARENCY: AN INTRODUCTION

JEREMY HAMERS, INGRID MAYEUR, FRANCOIS PROVENZANO,
ELISE SCHURGERS, AND JAN TEURLINGS

Most of the essays collected in this focus come out of a three-day seminar
series held at the University of Amsterdam in May 2022, with the title
“Truth, Transparency, and Controversy: Critical Perspectives on Media
Ideologies.” During these three days a limited group discussed the role
transparency plays in settling controversies and establishing truth. In
public discourse these relationships are straightforward and unambigu-
ous: wherever there are controversies they can be settled by truth, and
transparency is one particular way of establishing truth. Most of the par-
ticipants in the seminar took issue with this logic, or at least complicated
the relationship between those three terms. They did so by analyzing
a diverse range of objects: early modern libels, social media transpar-
ency centers, YouTube’s recommendation engine and dashboard, sports
broadcasts, contemporary novels, movies, games, and reality TV.

Even if there was a diversity of arguments on the table, we, the conve-
nors of the seminar, wanted to use this introduction to draw together some
of the connecting lines that came out of the discussions. Put succinctly, it
is the following: despite having deep historical roots, in the contemporary
neoliberal moment transparency has become an ethical imperative that is
entangled in a multitude of ways with the affordances of our media devices.

We unpack this claim by breaking it up into the main critical approaches
that support it. First, we look into transparency as an ethical imperative
and question the ways in which institutions and organizations seize upon
such a largely consensual requirement and negotiate their relationship to
it within their own political, social, and commercial strategies. Consider-
ing that the injunction to transparency is inseparable from the forms of
governmentality that refer to it, we then detail the many ways in which
transparency is linked to the neoliberal project. In the third section, we take
a closer look at media devices and highlight how the ideal (or promise) of
transparency is embedded in their technical, semiotic, and rhetorical forms.
Finally, the last section considers the impossibility of achieving this ideal of
transparency and opens up avenues for reflection on the structuring and/
or productive role of opacity.
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Transparency as an Ethical Imperative

From its origin in optics to its expansion into governance issues, transpar-
ency has gradually evolved into an ethical imperative, endorsed by social
consensus as an essential condition for democratic life. Access to informa-
tion is indeed the very foundation of democratic functioning, as it enables
power structures and functions to become visible and intelligible. In this
respect, the right to freely obtain and disseminate it (within the limits of
the law) is enshrined in Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights.! Every citizen is thus entitled to demand transparency from those
in power, to exercise control over them. Conversely, a surveillance soci-
ety tends to be accepted insofar as it is assumed to enhance morality at
both individual and collective levels (Alloa and Thoma 2018, 2).

Not limited to political life, transparency also applies to the communica-
tion of various organizations (Catellani et al., 2015). Nonprofit associations,
private companies, and scientific institutions such as universities strive to
demonstrate their accountability through disclosure statements, open access
to data, or corporate reports —even if their possibility of being appropri-
ated remains doubtful, as Emmanuel Alloa and Dieter Thomai noticed: “one
might wonder if this is more than a merely rhetoric exercise. . . . Quite often,
transparency is only affected, simulated, through deliberate practices of data
flooding (“drowning in disclosure”) no average citizen can make sense of”
(Alloa and Thomi 2018, 2). Whatever the case, transparency has thus come
to be considered a condition for building trust between parties and thus
stimulating participation. Whether through voting, contributing to partici-
patory science, or purchasing a brand, citizen commitment is assumed as
the desirable response to the transparent—and therefore responsible and
oriented toward public interests — communication of organizations, which
seek to legitimize their actions.

This general call for transparency, despite its vagueness and its unques-
tioned assumption of effectiveness, has led Alloa to call it a “magic con-
cept of modernity” (Alloa 2018). He borrows the expression from political
scientists Christopher Pollitt and Peter Hupe, referring to “concepts that
are imbued with a magic aura which promises to solve major dilemmas
encountered by society” (28). Characterized by their abstraction, their
claim to automatically solve identified problems, their polyvalence across
domains, and their positive normative or consensual nature, their strength
and efficacy lie in the fact that no one could reasonably oppose them. The
same applies to the concept of transparency, still appearing to be a matter
of consensus, although not everyone agrees on what it concretely entails.

Rooted in the Enlightenment heritage and often linked to (or confused
with) publicity (Baume 2018), transparency is nevertheless the necessary
quality for bringing things into visibility and public awareness. The term



[145.109.70.106] Project MUSE (2026-05-29 13:09 GMT) Amsterdam Universiteit

symploke 3

indeed comes from the field of optics and relates to the properties of light
circulation. Alloa reminds us that, in Greek philosophy, Aristotle described
perception (and thus vision) as a mediated process, where transparency
could only be considered in relation to something else (i.e., an object is
made transparent for another):

Consequently, transparency is never given—such would be Aristotle’s
lesson—but is the result of a specific operation, which comes at a price.
Yet, this is precisely what transparency regimes deny: in such regimes,
that which is of the order of effects presents itself as unconstrued facts.
However, if transparency exists only as manufactured, there can be
only transparency where the manufacturing operations are negated or
made invisible. (Alloa 2018, 36-37)

This way, opacity could appear as the very condition of transparency, and
blind spots may constitute the place for conducting critical analysis, as
they reveal the strategic goals of political, social, or commercial organiza-
tions. Offering a diachronic overview of the governance policies of digital
platforms with regard to transparency, Artur de Mato Alves’s contribu-
tion shows how big companies such as Facebook or Google began devel-
oping transparency policies (reports, dedicated pages, etc.) in response
to a growing social demand against their oligopolistic power. More spe-
cifically, the author explores how these actors frame an “apparatus of
transparency,” articulating heterogeneous elements such as discourse
and practice in order to navigate between democratic requirements and
their proper interests. The same applies to the field of sport, where media
devices were seen as a solution for clarifying the precise circumstances
of a given action—and thus, the meaning conferred in order to apply an
arbitral decision (Was this tackle targeting the ball?), assign value to the
strategic choice made (Is the tactic of cyclists pushing their teammates
in ascents really fair?), or to validate a given result (Is this goal valid?
Who passed the finish line first?). However, as Markus Stauff’s article
accurately shows, far from restoring consensus, a media-equipped per-
spective on sporting actions has led to increasing controversies that con-
tinuously rearranges and reframes “sport’s spaces of visibility.”

The fact remains that transparency is undoubtedly a matter of power, as
asymmetrical positions in society subject certain categories of people to a
form of transparency that could be framed and imposed from a top-down
perspective. The relationship between transparency and (absolutist) power
can be observed since the early modern period. Alexandre Goderniaux’s
contribution, “The Truth behind the Mask,” examines the many functions
of transparency in a set of polemical texts (known as libels) published in
France by the Catholic Leaguers in the context of the Wars of Religion. As
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the author shows, transparency became a criterion for royal legitimacy,
paving the way for its integration into our contemporary paradigm. Libels’
polemical discourse constructs a strong narrative aimed at proving how
the truth was obscured by Henri III, portrayed as a “dissimulated king”
and an “execrable hypocrite.” The assassination of the Duke of Guise is
presented as a founding event that exposed the King’s true nature, which
he had sought to conceal, depicting his life as a long series of murders,
indulgence in luxury, and witchcraft practices — ultimately unveiled by this
final misdeed. That way, libels framed transparency as a rhetorical tool to
legitimize Leaguer’s opposition; in this sense, the lexical field of unveil-
ing the truth—frequently invoking the figure of the mask —is employed,
aligning with Aristotle’s revelatory gaze as a path to reason, considering
that seeing is knowing.

If transparency can be seen as a tool for legitimizing power, conversely,
the ability to keep secrets hidden—i.e., to determine who must be transpar-
ent, when and how, while simultaneously exempting themselves from the
transparency frames imposed by others—is also a prerogative of power.
Being threatened in this domain is thus a sign of weakness. For instance,
as Umberto Eco stated, what is disclosed by Wikileaks is not so much the
content, but rather a loss of power: “How can a power hold up if it can’t
even keep its own secrets anymore?” (2018, 17). The demand for transpar-
ency is thus the flip side of the very possibility of keeping information
hidden. Susan Hegeman’s reading of the movie Glass Onion (2022, Rian
Johnson, dir.), a Cluedo-like social satire in which a tech golden boy gathers
his friends on his private Mediterranean island to solve a mystery during a
pandemic, illustrates how transparency is always manufactured by those
in power (government, oligopoly, etc.), but also how power can be seized
by forcing these to reveal their secrets and submit to the very rules of trans-
parency they impose on others. In her analysis, Hegeman examines both
the role of transparency in responses given to the COVID-19 crisis, and its
function in disruptive discourses propagated by tech actors of the Silicon
Valley. Both phenomena, though in different ways, share the fantasy of an
immediate transparency in their enactment: in the tech industry, through
entrepreneurial success stories presented as seamless and without hardship,
or through user-friendly digital technologies designed to enhance human
capacities; in the pandemic context, through the dissemination of official
information and rules to citizens as well as trackability ensured through
vaccination status. However, this exposure of transparency paradoxically
fuels secrecy and conspiracy theories, as it precisely tends to erase processes
of mediation. And Glass Onion’s narrative addresses both this duality and
this complexity —since this artefact is “simultaneously transparent and
mediated and layered.”
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Transparency and Neoliberal Governmentality

Although, as discussed previously, transparency has deep governmen-
tal historical roots, it has come to flourish in the neoliberal era. The con-
nections between transparency and neoliberalism are both significant
and extensive. It is no coincidence transparency becomes a buzzword in
governmental and organizational documents during the 1990s (Ball 2009,
295), the decade when neoliberalism became so entrenched in policy cir-
cles that it became known as the Washington Consensus —a sure sign that
a school of policy thought has attained hegemonic status. Temporal coin-
cidence is not sufficient, however, so we need to be precise in analyzing
the links between neoliberalism and transparency.

To begin with, and in the most general terms, transparency fits well with
the larger liberal art of government. In The Birth of Biopolitics, Foucault argues
that what distinguishes liberalism from previous governmental thought is
that it focuses intensely on “the principle of self-limitation of government”
(2008, 19). In other words, in liberalism governmentality is restrained not
by an exterior force, but by internal self-imposed limits: “it is the reason
of least government as the principle organizing raison d’Etat itself” (28).
Transparency fits well with such a liberal approach to government: in and
through transparency practices, government opens itself to scrutiny, relies
on this look from the outside to make itself more accountable, and thus
more responsible or efficient. By embracing transparency, the liberal State
complicates its own functioning — unlike its absolutist counterparts, it can-
not act as freely and without restraint. Yet, this self-imposed limitation is
ultimately seen as preferable, as it leads to better governance, according
to the theory.

Early scholarship on neoliberalism highlighted its anti-statism, which was
indeed how neoliberalism first manifested itself, namely, as a set of poli-
cies aimed at undoing the Keynesian social settlement after World War II.
Privatization, deregulation, the elimination of social safety nets, the removal
of trade barriers and trade agreements were some of the policy terms that
characterize this early period. We find traces of this anti-statist logic in
contemporary transparency logics. Indeed, as Amitai Etzioni has argued,
transparency is widely seen —and embraced —as an alternative to regula-
tion: “Regulation is widely criticized as being coercive while transparency
is said to achieve behavioral and social change by sharing information but
leaving the choices and actions that follow to the individual (i.e., is much
more compatible with liberty than regulation)” (2018, 179). Transparency, in
other words, promises to accomplish the regulation work without deploy-
ing the coercive power of the State. The transparency centers set up by
the social media platforms studied by Artur de Matos Alves follow this
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antiregulatory logic. The author warns, however, that these transparency
apparatuses fail to curb the democratic deficit of these digital platforms.

Many commentators have pointed out that neoliberalism’s hostility to
government intervention is only skin deep. Neoliberalism differs from
18th- and 19th-century laissez-faire liberalism in that it does not view the
market as a natural phenomenon best left untouched by the State. Instead,
neoliberalism emphasizes that markets and competition must be actively
created, protected, and nurtured by the State. The neoliberal State is decid-
edly interventionist, albeit in a radically different form from the welfare
State: its primary aim is the expansion of competition, markets and prop-
erty rights rather than the mitigation of their effects. In short, neoliberalism
did not seek to abolish the State but rather to reconfigure and retool it. As
a result of this neoliberalization, the State became increasingly authori-
tarian in its mode of governance, shielding itself from popular pressures
(Bruff 2014). Ironically, this shift coincided with the extension of the logic
of transparency-as-a-democratic-tool beyond the State and into the realm
of organizations.

This authoritarian turn is no subversion of neoliberal principles. From
the outset neoliberal thinkers were at best indifferent to political liberalism
or, at worst, actively hostile to it. Their priority has always been economic
liberalism, namely, the installation of market logic in as many domains of
the social as possible. This also shapes neoliberalism’s approach to trans-
parency, which is essentially an informational tool designed to “to improve
market discipline and embed market values through surveillance” (Rodan
2004, 14). Jan Teurlings’s analysis provides a clear example of this. He shows
how the metrics offered by platforms (the author focuses more specifically
the dashboards that YouTube provides to users who post videos) are a form
of transparency that places contributors in a state of continuous competi-
tion not only with each other but also with themselves. While ostensibly
offering content producers insights into their audiences, the metrics instill
market values such as the maximization of views or time-spent-on-device
values that align with the platform’s dependence on advertising revenue.

Finally, transparency is linked to the neoliberal project in that it promises
to make the world more predictable through the provision of information.
At first sight, this emphasis on predictability runs counter to the neoliberal
project, which was established precisely on the impossibility of full and
complete knowledge of the social. Friedrich Hayek is the crucial reference
here: “the knowledge of the circumstances of which we must make use
never exists in concentrated or integrated form, but solely as the dispersed
bits of incomplete and frequently contradictory knowledge which all the
separate individuals possess” (Hayek 1945, 519). Because total knowledge is
an impossibility Hayek urged us to embrace the free competition of partial
knowledges, installing a system of distributed knowledge that is supposed
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to lead to more superior results than centralized planning, the arch nemesis
of Hayek’s entire intellectual and political project.

Transparency logic sits uneasily with Hayek’s skepticism toward the
possibility of full knowledge, because its working assumption is that the
world can be known and made predictable (we return to this matter in
the fourth section). This would suggest that transparency and neoliberal-
ism are not that compatible after all. However, contrary to its promises,
transparency often results in “epistemic opacity,” as Frangois Provenzano’s
contribution suggests. For example, an abundance of data can overwhelm
rather than inform, confuse rather than bring clarity, cultivate suspicion
instead of trust— points already raised by Jodi Dean (2002) and Marilyn
Strathern (2000). Instead of predicting the future, transparency dispositives
only temporarily offer reassurance, after which they reproduce —in the very
act that made things visible — the same uncertainty they were supposed to
solve in the first place. In the course of this process, transparency creates
“hypervigilant, suspicious and doubtful witnessing subjects, neoliberal
subjects who must keep a watchful eye over the micro doings of the state”
(Harvey et al. 2013, 307). In other words, the logic of transparency epis-
temologically differs from Hayekian neoliberalism, but the skeptical and
hypervigilant subjectivities it promotes are nonetheless well-suited to the
neoliberal project.

Two contributions explore the link between transparency and predict-
ability, albeit in very different directions. Provenzano analyses the practice
of gambling as the ostensible antipode of transparency. Both transparency
and gambling take place in situations of high uncertainty, but whereas
transparency seeks to mitigate uncertainty by promoting the reality prin-
ciple, gambling offers a deliberate embrace of divinatory logic. The super-
stition, blindness and leap of faith that characterize gambling seem to be
the opposite of the visible and the empirical that characterizes transpar-
ency discourse. However, in Provenzano’s account they are not so much
antipodes, since in gambling we find another form of revelation —one that
“lived reality denies them.” Drawing on the work of Benveniste and Ben-
jamin, among others, Provenzano thus uses the cultural form of gambling
to expose the aporia contained in transparency.

Toni Pape’s article also implicitly addresses the link between transpar-
ency and predictability, as it argues that the widespread requirement of
transparency that characterizes surveillance culture has led to a cultural
counter-reaction that he dubs the aesthetics and politics of stealth. Stealth,
in his account, is the ability to act “below the threshold of visibility”; as an
aesthetics and politics of (im)perceptibility, it becomes a form of resistance
to capture that requires hyper awareness of the environment. Here the link
with the neoliberal subject is clearest: the subject of stealth is hypervigilant,
constantly on guard, and permanently struggles to act without being seen.
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And although the stealth subject confronts a social problem — the ever-
expanding surveillance complex — the solutions it seeks remain individual-
ist rather than collective. The following section, in turn, looks at the ways
in which media forms and their actualization of the ideal and promise of
transparency affect the processes of political subjectivation.

The Media Devices of Transparency

As we have just argued, the imperative of transparency is closely linked
with the type of governmentality specific to the control society and neo-
liberal management. This link is particularly evident in the contemporary
context, marked by the growth of digital data and the widespread use
of algorithmic data processing devices. Antoinette Rouvroy and Thomas
Berns (2013) have clearly shown what this “algorithmic governmentality”
consists of. It is supported by self-learning digital technologies, relayed
by a series of statistical mediations, and ultimately produces an “algorith-
mic subject.” Such a subject is incapable of finding the slightest political
grip on their existence and that of their community.

Wendy Chun’s work (2021) illustrates the function of this algorithmic
paradigm in producing a new definition of the “authenticity” of subjects,
in line with the injunction of transparency:

Authenticity is an ethos used to evaluate social performance—to
“authenticate” and mold “good” users—especially when they are
“bad.” It prescribes a certain transparency of self that makes someone’s
data reliable. It is the flip side of conformity or sincerity. If we conform
by making our inner selves coincide with our outward appearance,
we become authentic by making our outer selves reflect our inner tor-
ment. Either way, we become “transparent.” . . . The term “algorithmic
authenticity” reveals the way in which users are validated and authen-
ticated by network algorithms. (Chun 2021, 144)

In addition, Chun places this algorithmic paradigm within a longer
media lineage, which she associates in particular with the emergence of
reality TV, and the role played by Donald Trump in the preparation of
what Chun calls his “branded authenticity.” From reality TV to recom-
mender system programs and social media, the actions and reactions
of subjects (whether spectators or users) are preconfigured and literally
trained to follow affective paths and actantial scenarios. This algorith-
mic nature of our interactions with media interfaces blurs the distinction
between the human and the machinic, the authentic and the mechanical
(Chun 2021, 152).
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The ideal of transparency, and the type of governmentality that corre-
sponds to it, are therefore necessarily embedded in techno-semiotic media
devices, which both express the “communicative promise” (Jeanneret 2014)
of transparency, and operate an actantial and emotional figuration of the
subjects of this transparency.

This work of figuration involves affordances, i.e., the set of formal fea-
tures by which a technical device makes a given type of action more or
less available and more or less valued —typically: the “Like” button on
Facebook. As this paradigmatic example illustrates, digital affordances
exploit our affective dispositions: they elicit them and translate them into
standardized frameworks that convert them from qualities into accounting
quantities. Several critical trends focusing on the new forms of capitalism
in the age of platforms (Jehel and Proulx 2020) highlight the link between
the affective and economic dimensions of Web operations. This critique is
based on the concept of “digital labor”: Web users produce value through
the clicking and click-counting. This work is stimulated by the hypertro-
phy of the affective relationship to digital content: what circulates is less
the content itself than the emotional commitment expressed towards it (“I
like”). Hence users have to do a great deal of “emotional work” (Hochschild
1983), which consists in matching their reactions to the level of affective
intensity and the type of transparency expected within the community of
the device they are using.

That said, the media thickness in which the ideal of transparency and
its governmental effects are embedded also offers openings for a counter-
politics, such as the one Clare Birchall calls “secrecy,” or “the right not to
be transparent” (Birchall 2016; 2021). Birchall shows that “secrecy” is less
a set of contents than a “form,” which can also be “managed” through
“technological affordances”: “a range of infrastructure and applications
that resist the internet’s surveillant protocols [and] interrupt the demands
of the dominant transparency paradigm” (Birchall 2016, 158). If hegemonic
policies subjectivize us as providers of data, it is up to us to set up tacti-
cal forms of opacity, or to intervene in reverse on the “distribution of the
sensible” (Ranciere 2000, on which Birchall draws), to restore invisibility,
or produce counter-visibility. According to Birchall, this type of opacity is
achieved by investing in other media devices, such as the languages of art.

Several of the articles in this focus approach transparency through the
media forms that support its communicative promise, as much as they
exert its political effects.

As it takes us back to a historical period seemingly very distant from
the algorithmic governmentality, Alexandre Goderniaux’s article still
clearly shows that the highly polarized political and ideological conflicts
that characterized his object were largely fueled by a (counter-) rhetoric of
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transparency, expressed in very specific media forms: short polemic printed
texts, whose material properties and textual affordances contribute to strat-
egies of “transparentization.” As already mentioned, opposing camps seek
to discredit their opponents by overdoing the veridictory modality of the
discourse, or by simulating enunciative scenographies of unveiling or leak.
This article gives the question of the rhetorical and media construction of
transparency a historical depth that underlines both its permanence and
its variations.

Markus Stauff is also pursuing a kind of media genealogy of transpar-
ency, by focusing on the field of sport. The mediatization of sports com-
petitions has always been marked by the management of what Stauff calls
“contested spaces of visibility.” From the finish-line photo to goal-line
technology and slow-motion replay, the technical devices that promise
transparency in decision-making (on fundamentally contingent actions)
are constantly reorganizing these “contested spaces of visibility,” in a way
that is always polemical, engaging in what Stauff calls a “media escala-
tion” movement. This movement is itself conditioned by the mass media
treatment of sports competitions: the semio-rhetorical features of this treat-
ment, characterized in particular by storytelling and by the kaleidoscopic
multiplication of points of view on the same action, call for an ever more
advanced, and therefore ever more controversial, development of technical
devices for the re-enunciation of the sport image.

This issue obviously also looks at contemporary digital media, which, for
several decades now, have been at the heart of the affective management of
transparency as a tool for political subjectivation and the commodification
of data. Drawing on Foucault and Agamben, Artur de Matos Alves consid-
ers transparency as an “apparatus” that articulates discourses, technologies
and practices. The four main phases that organize the evolution of digital
transparency policies are characterized by varying dosages and hierar-
chies between the different dimensions of the transparency apparatus. Jan
Teurlings, for his part, highlights how YouTube, through the dashboards
it provides to content creators, invites them to monitor the reception of
their videos in a “transparent” manner. Teurlings shows how this promise
itself tells a story about the media, traditionally marked by the difficulty of
pinpointing the practices of the target audience. By turning the user into
a provider of media content, YouTube in turn uses them as a data collec-
tor, and as an algorithmic node that is supposed to react to the inputs it
receives. The “transparency” of these inputs thus appears to be a way to
overstimulate the use of the platform.

As these case studies show, the ideal of transparency is caught up
in a media thickness that concerns both the macro-dispositives of con-
tent production-reception (the printed libel, the television show, the
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video-sharing platform), and the micro-devices, inseparably technical and
rhetorical, which encourage action or reaction (the “leak” motif, the slow-
motion technique, the dashboard interface). This media thickness is itself
declined according to a temporal layering that runs over the long term (from
printed libel to recommendation algorithms), and whose mutations over the
last few years can be very rapid. These changes concern transparency poli-
cies as much as the (counter-)policies they enable us to imagine. As we shall
see below, Jeremy Hamers's article proposes another approach to YouTube’s
algorithm, which consists precisely in making it something other than a tool
for producing algorithmic subjects. Echoing Chun’s proposition that we
are “performers and characters in the drama called ‘big data’ (2021, 170),
Hamers allows us to consider the fruitfulness of mistaken transparency.

Mistaken Transparency

One of the famous key showdowns in Steven Soderbergh’s crime comedy
Ocean’s Twelve unfolds as a flashback, revealing the film’s lingering mys-
tery: how did Francois Toulour, aka “Nightfox” (Vincent Cassel), man-
age to bypass the supposedly impenetrable alarms guarding the famous
Fabergé “Imperial Coronation Egg”? In this scene, Toulour performs an
elaborate series of contortions for over a minute, mixing movements from
capoeira, contemporary dance, and parkour. His feat lies in predicting or
evading dozens of laser beams that continuously sweep across the space
separating him from the priceless egg. The beams’ movements and tra-
jectories, seemingly unavoidable, random, and complex, appear to have
been designed to block any intruder’s path, regardless of their trajectory.
Instead of relying on precise predictions, they render prediction impos-
sible by adapting to the widest range of potential intruders’ movements.
The space, therefore, seems impenetrable as it has turned into an opaque
yet translucent volume. Without becoming transparent, Toulour never-
theless manages to outmaneuver this relentless tracking by playing with
it and performing movements that fall outside the system’s predefined
possibilities. To bypass the impenetrable security mechanism, he thus
transforms his attempted crossing through and within the system into a
piece of art, synchronized with the instrumental mesmerizing version of
La Caution’s Thé a la menthe, while also using other works of art in the
room as shields. Put simply, he ultimately transforms the security sys-
tem into a dance partner, as the only way to outmaneuver an opaque and
seemingly impenetrable system is to engage with it playfully. He has
to act unpredictably from the machine’s perspective by transforming a
cat and mouse game with a digital device into an artwork: a dance that
diverts the device from its original function.
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This scene metaphorically presents in a nutshell the premise of several
critical approaches to transparency explored in this issue. Faced with a
system whose effectiveness depends on its capacity to appear opaque and
unpredictable, the subject has no choice but to play with this unpredict-
ability. That is, rather than attempting to understand, escape or flee, he
must engage with the system on its own dangerous terms, redirecting its
outputs toward a different kind of experience: “Secretfox” does not attempt
to expose or unveil the system to reconstruct its predictability; instead, he
makes it an ally.

Transparency as an impossibility has a rich and multilayered history in
intellectual, literary, and philosophical discourse. In philosophy, the Frank-
furt School’s first-generation critique of counterproductive modernity and
Enlightenment showed that “’seeing through’ is first of all the fetish of an
enlightenment blinded by its own light” (van Tuinen 2021, 83). This critique
paved the way for subsequent thinkers who questioned the very possibility
of a critical mind, an illusory “last citadel” (Enzensberger 1982b, 3) from
which one should be able to resist the assaults of a mind-making manipu-
lative society. Hans Magnus Enzensberger later urged engagement with a
globalized media system that had traditionally been the object of critique.
He argued that unveiling and exposing mass media as a manipulative appa-
ratus was no longer a virtuous endeavor but rather an illusory goal to move
beyond (Enzensberger 1982a, 46-76). Literary creation and analysis have
also explored new paths that turn their back to hermeneutic transparency.
At the beginning of the 1950s, Nathalie Sarraute (2004), among others, ini-
tiated a radical break at the rise of the French Nouveau Roman, by rejecting
the traditional transparency of the Balzacian character and moreover the
very possibility to express the deepness of the mind of the modern subject.
By refusing to render the character penetrable, the Nouveau Roman as well
as other literary movements paved the way for new scientific approaches
of the text and the act of reading. A recent example is Rita Felski’'s effort
to move beyond the figure of the decoding or unearthing scholar and its
hermeneutics of erudite interpretation, by shifting the analyst’s focus on
the reader’s affective experience with language (see Felski 2008, 2015).

On a more pragmatic level, the field of media studies has also recently
challenged its founding myth of the strive for informational transparency.
Brian and Matthew Winston (2020), for instance, have challenged the idea of
dominant informational reliability based on visibility and accountability, by
demonstrating the complex yet strong links between the belief in objectivity
and informational evidence to the proliferation of misinformation. Their
critique echoes moreover creative explorations of new modes of represent-
ing reality in nonfiction films that reject the illusion of transparent access to
the real, favoring “counter/documentation” instead. Counter/documen-
tation embraces forms that no longer see the visibility of communities or
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experiences as the ultimate goal of representation, and instead incorporate
Edouard Glissant’s call “for a right to opacity for everyone” (1997, 194; qtd.
in Canpalat et al. 2020, 14) in new approaches of the real.

Finally, many visual artists, such as Ilan Maouach and Maria Mavro-
poulou, have recently begun to explore the productive potential of genera-
tive Al's malfunctions and aberrations. Such experimentations invite us to
turn our backs on the overall quest of unveiling the algorithms, and to go
beyond a qualitative assessment of the realism of an Al-generated image
to transform its unpredictability and its “mistakes” into new creative and
epistemological tools. These works echo Alexander Kluge’s recent state-
ment that “[t]he advantages of this technology must be utilized now while
the device is still capable of error” (Kluge 2024, 33).

The common thread among all these explorations is the interest in opac-
ity, neither as a state to be overcome in pursuit of a higher and virtuous
degree of knowledge, nor as the structural groundwork of relativism, but
as a condition to be played with. This interest generates new pathways not
in spite of but within a system or a language that it would be counterpro-
ductive to render transparent regarding its relation to human experience.

Four contributions in this focus explore this approach to transparency
as an impossibility or a counterpoint to new practices, questioning the
structuring or productive/creative role of opacity. We have already men-
tioned Toni Pape’s argument that the notion of transparency is intrinsically
linked to that of predictability. The centrality of predictability in our hyper-
digitized society that is structured by surveillance of ubiquitous sensors
and algorithms, has, in turn, fostered a growing political and media inter-
est in stealth. In the literary field, Gabriel Matthews examines two recent
novels that both reveal and transcend the central role that a transparent
protagonist-narrator —one “penetrable” to the reader —has played in the
evolution of modern and contemporary fiction. The author specifically ana-
lyzes the narrative construction of two novels whose protagonists” inner
motivations and intentions remain partly inaccessible to the reader due
to the mental pathologies that structure their experience of life. In doing
so, Matthews feeds the basis for a different conception of narration, one
in which the narrator’s partial opacity becomes the very foundation of
the reading experience. Drawing on one of the emancipatory paradigms
of modern media education — the idea that revealing a system’s workings
informs the subject’s use of it—Jeremy Hamers’s article develops an alter-
native to the imperative of unveiling YouTube’s recommendation algo-
rithm. Rather than attempting to understand the intentions, mechanisms
and ideological effects underlying its outputs, he proposes reworking the
machine’s outputs as components of a hermeneutic montage. At the heart
of this proposal is the hypothesis that an algorithmic system is irreducible
to a readable, intentional, and efficient operation. Finally, we recall how
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Francois Provenzano’s previously mentioned contribution views sports
betting as a manifestation of an enduring relationship with superstition,
uncertainty, and irrationality. Betting and the chance it entails are revealed
as ingredients of a counter-transparent relationship with reality, relying
on the willing suspension of transparency. As a symptom of a society that
demands for rationality and risk-taking simultaneously, the practice of bet-
ting leads Provenzano to reconsider the fundamental opposition between
arbitrariness and rationality. Propelling the subject into a forward escape
to both hasten and ward off the impending catastrophe, betting eventually
appears as an escape from the blind authority of reality.
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Abstract

This article ties together several themes that come out of the contributions
to the focus: First, transparency as an ethical imperative, easily picked up
by institutions and organizations but molded toward their own politi-
cal, social and commercial strategies; second, transparency as inseparable
from the forms of governmentality that deploy it, specifically so during
the neoliberal era; third, the ideal (or promise) of transparency as embed-
ded in media devices and their technical, semiotic, and rhetorical forms.
The last section considers the impossibility and undesirability of achiev-
ing transparency and opens up avenues for reflection on the productive
role of opacity.

Keywords

transparency, governmentality, neoliberalism, media devices, opacity
politics

Note

1. “Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right
includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive, and
impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers”
(UNESCO 1948, art. 19).
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