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THE AESTHETICS OF STEALTH: IMPERCEPTIBILITY
AS AESTHETIC PRACTICE AND RHETORIC STRATEGY

Ton1 PAre

Introduction

In my recently published book The Aesthetics of Stealth: Digital Culture,
Video Games and the Politics of Perception (2024), I develop a cultural the-
ory of stealth through an engagement with contemporary media art, espe-
cially video games and television series.! In these media, stealth appears
as a mode of political action under the threshold of perception. Stealth
aspires to imperceptible efficacy. I argue that this desire for stealth is a
characteristic of recent digital culture and can be understood as a socio-
cultural response to ubiquitous digital sensing and surveillance. Digital
technologies” unprecedented ability to track individual and group behav-
ior is thus counter-effectuated by an increased cultural preoccupation
with how one appears to a world full of sensors, a preoccupation with
one’s perceptibility. This is the general hypothesis that The Aesthetics of
Stealth explores: the notion of stealth, as articulated in a wide range of
contemporary media and beyond, comprises a set of values and tech-
niques that support the politically relevant project of managing and, in
particular, reducing the perceptibility of oneself or one’s actions. Stealth
is a mode of existence that is part of a politics of perception made neces-
sary by a culture of increased technological surveillance.

The chapters of the book analyze different aesthetic variations of stealth.
For example, the genre of the stealth video game, a genre that requires play-
ers to accomplish missions without being detected by in-game enemies,
has developed a rich set of subgenres such as “sneaking stealth,” “social
stealth,” “surveillance stealth,” or “magical stealth.” The Aesthetic of Stealth
dedicates a chapter to each of these subgenres to highlight their different
game mechanics and gameplay experiences. My readings elaborate how
these different instances of stealth relate to cultural and political questions
of neoliberalism, conspiracy (thinking), queerness, and whiteness.

The following two sections are slightly modified excerpts from the
introduction of the book. The first section explains the key notion of the
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book — the aesthetics of stealth— through an engagement with the British real-
ity TV show Hunted (Channel 4, 2015-present). This section also addresses
the increased cultural valuation of stealth under conditions of surveillance.
The second and final section —“Of Stealth Viruses and Stealth Voters” —
shifts the focus to public and political discourses that mobilize the notion
of stealth. The section focuses on two recent examples —the description of
the coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) as a “stealth virus” and a FOX News report
on “stealth voters” as a potential secret weapon of Donald Trump’s 2020
electoral campaign— to highlight some rhetorical functions of stealth, rang-
ing from the suggestion of a large conspiratorial in-group to the ascription
of willful deception to others.

Hunted: Stealth as Aesthetic Limit to Capture

The British TV program Hunted (Channel 4, 2015-present) turns fugitivity
into a spectacular game of hide-and-seek: After a group of contestants are
dropped at an unknown location with minimal equipment, they become
“the hunted,” whose task it is to evade police forces and special intel-
ligence units for several weeks. The prize for those who can manage to
become untraceable to “the hunters” is £100,000. Most contestants get
caught, but a few usually manage to elude the police. Hunted is a strange
program, not only because it presents the police as gung-ho participants
in the gamification of law enforcement or because it provides identity
tourism for predominantly white Western audiences who would like to
know what it’s like to be on the run. It also places before its contestants a
complex challenge. As the contestants try to stay hidden from the hunt-
ers, they also have to perform the spectacle of the hunt for the cameras.
Hunted’s odd twist consists in this double injunction for the contestants:
they have to become imperceptible to an environment suffused with sur-
veillance technology and at the same time expose this playful act of hid-
ing to TV cameras. After all, this is reality TV. Moreover, imperceptibility
and spectacle are thoroughly articulated insofar as a successful perfor-
mance of untraceability within Hunted’s game of hide-and-seek garners
distinction and the audience’s recognition. The complexity of this chal-
lenge consists in the fact that the form of subjectivity that is most valo-
rized in a program like Hunted is one that can modulate its perceptibility
at will and accommodate various and even contradictory requirements
for perceptibility at the same time. This contrast—the spectacle of the
imperceptible—is what I call the aesthetics of stealth.

Hunted's preoccupation with being imperceptible is a crucial concern
of contemporary digital culture. In this show, digital culture has become
synonymous with the widespread, asymmetrical capture and tracking of
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personal data. Operating from a seemingly impenetrable London skyscraper
with a glass facade, the hunters are a team of former police and intelligence
officers who rely on surveillance footage, network analysis, and mapping
technology to predict the fugitives’ next moves. The hunters also encour-
age people on social media to share hints on the participants” whereabouts.
So when the participants of Hunted try to disappear into crowds, hitch a
ride from strangers, or go off the grid in the woods, these attempts must
be understood as tactical moves for resisting capture by a digital network
whose sensors reach far into public spaces and the private sphere of UK
citizens. And if one’s next move can be predicted based on the digital traces
that one has left in the past, then an important strategy for preventing cap-
ture is to become unpredictable by not behaving like oneself. Seen in this
way, Hunted can help problematize one of the core tenets of digital culture:
subversive authenticity.

In Discriminating Data, Wendy Hui Kyong Chun (2021, 139-40) draws
parallels between reality TV and the digital culture of Big Data to show
that both foster the performance of authenticity by transgression or sub-
version. The reason for this is that Big Data— the industrial production of
enormous data sets and extraction of patterns from those data sets for the
profitable purpose of predictive decision-making —needs to reliably model
the behavior of any given individual. “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” (Chun 144). If authenticity is what
makes us transparent to an algorithm, then the problem is that people aren’t
all that “authentic” all the time. Even though much of our daily behavior
is habitual, and therefore regular and relatively predictable, we often leave
data traces that are ambiguous, contradictory, or filtered by social norms,
and therefore less valuable for prediction purposes. To solve this problem,
Big Data must coax its users into authentic online behavior, and it does so
by feeding controversy. “Controversy,” Chun shows, “provides the basis
for predictability and works to ‘refine” more generically determined factors.
Within affectively charged zones, users presumably fall prey to confirma-
tion bias —and thus act in historically consistent ways—because these are
zones of belief or authenticity” (Chun 161). Following Chun, social media
feed outrage because outraged users are more likely to express what they
truly believe. This allows the capture of more reliable data points, and thus
better algorithmic predictions for those users. By then gathering these users
in their “affectively charged [digital] “‘neighborhoods,”” Big Data fosters
“microsegmented conformity” (Chun 160, 159).

Chun traces this notion of subversive authenticity to reality TV where
hyperbolic performances of transgression and “acting out” register as
authentic precisely because they indicate that the person in question dares
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to be unabashedly themselves (Chun 2021, 149-52; see, e.g., Wood 2017). But
what to make, in light of all this, of Hunted and the way in which it encour-
ages its participants to not behave like themselves, to evade all attempts at
data capture? To an extent, Hunted's fantasies of fugitivity act against the
predictive logic of Big Data, which draws on “subversive authenticity” to
engineer “microsegmented conformity.” Even so, the program holds on to
its belief in authenticity. The program does not really ask its participants to
“not behave like themselves.” Rather, it asks them to not behave like their
habitual — that is, predictable —selves. Indeed, to escape capture on Hunted is
to shed all your personal habits and learned norms. One has to behave in a
singular manner, every act an emergent singularity that cannot be projected
from earlier traces. Here, an individual’s authenticity resides in their share
of unpredictability, of operational opacity. One might also read Hunted in a
contrarian sense and suggest that, from the hunters’ perspective, the entire
program is a means of capturing that very share of singularity. How does
a person behave when they are taken out of their usual environment and
disconnected from their social network? Hunted provides many answers
to this question as it depicts how its participants try to escape surveillance
under extreme circumstances. While most fugitives get captured, the ones
of special interest, of course, are those who do manage to escape. (Hint:
Going off the grid seems to be the safest bet.) Hunted makes the techniques
and tactics of successful fugitives knowable and thus recursively folds them
back into the system of data capture. Even the ultimate subversion— of the
apparatus of capture itself —can be captured and known until, presumably,
all contingency vanishes. Presumably.

Making up one’s mind about Hunted is complicated by the fact that it is
a competition, a game. As such, the particular outcome of any given round
of play —or season —is by definition open (Costikyan 2015). Games, writes
Thomas Malaby, are “domain][s] of contrived contingency” (2007, 96). That
is, they construct “semibounded . . . arenas for contingency,” in which the
players” behavior is constrained by a contrived system of rules, but not
predetermined by it (96). Games always, and by necessity, leave a margin
for creative behavior, wiggle room for skillful invention. By virtue of being
a game, then, Hunted must hold open a space for uncertainty and contin-
gency, even if the odds are stacked against the fugitives. In past seasons of
Hunted, there have been as many as two winning couples who managed to
escape their hunters (in seasons 1, 3, and 5). In season 4, by contrast, all the
fugitives were caught. One simply cannot know in advance — as reality TV
competitions often emphasize — “how the cookie crumbles.” This unpredict-
ability of the asymmetrical competition is particularly interesting in light
of the conflict that Hunted stages. As the program pits fugitives against a
surveillance apparatus that tries to comprehensively capture and predict
their every move, Hunted stages a conflict around the very possibility of
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contingency: Is it even possible in today’s digital culture to behave in ways
that cannot be predicted by human-machine assemblages? Because Hunted
is a game, it must at least assume that this question can be answered in the
affirmative. More important than the outcome, however, is that the decision
between success and failure depends on the contingencies along the way,
on the how of play, its singular style. The uncertainty of play is not mainly
in the outcome; it is “in the path the game follows, in how players manage
problems, in the surprises they hold” (Costikyan 2015, 13).

It is also due to this processual indeterminacy that games differ over
time and across space (Malaby 2007, 102-5). New singular play styles may
require the modification or addition of a game’s rules: an example of this
is the “introduction of the shot clock in basketball after players such as Bob
Cousy developed such incredible ball-handling skills as to be able to “dribble
out’ remaining game time when their teams had the lead” (Malaby 103).
Or a game, like mah-jongg, may be played in many slightly different local
variations. It is only by virtue of this openness that a game —including its
system of rules or algorithm — can relate to its contemporary moment and
thus have social importance.

The Aesthetics of Stealth argues that stealth is an increasingly important
element of contemporary media culture and games in particular — think, for
instance, of the social deduction game and pandemic lockdown hit Among
Us —because it speaks to a broader social preoccupation of our time that
goes beyond games: the desire or need for opacity in a culture of normative
transparency. The book focuses on so-called stealth video games because
their gameplay systems and representational logics most clearly articulate
the problem at the heart of The Aesthetics of Stealth: how to avoid capture
in a world that is brimming with sensors. Video games are particularly
interesting in this context because they rely on software that simulates
algorithm-based fictional worlds. The player who explores these worlds is
also the planned contingency that happens to the cybernetic system of the
game: video games contrive arenas in which players and software inform
one another, where players can attune to the workings of digital technol-
ogy, where they can learn how algorithms prehend new inputs and react
to them. The Aesthetics of Stealth is about this how, the set of aesthetic and
kinesthetic techniques that allow for an element of freedom in the midst
of increasingly widespread surveillance facilitated by ubiquitous sensors
and predictive algorithms that want “more of the same” (Chun 2021, 163).

In light of all this, Hunted looks a bit like a stealth game adapted for reality
TV. Remarkably, its premise and rule system acknowledge the double bind
at the heart of reality TV’s logic of “subversive authenticity,” the blurred
line between consensual self-exposure and nonconsensual, extractive cap-
ture. In other words, the gameplay of Hunted encapsulates in a nutshell and
negotiates the sociocultural problem of strategic transparency/opacity. To
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this first insightful observation, we may add a second one that concerns the
proposed solution to the stated problem: in Hunted, the solution is stealth.
The way out of the double bind is the tactical management of one’s percep-
tibility in resistance to nonconsensual data capture and algorithmic predic-
tion. But to do this, stealth must predict the predictions. It must move with
its algorithmic environments and occupy their negative space. In so doing,
stealth allows singularities to escape the available categories. Stealth acts
as an aesthetic limit to capture. It is orchestrated contingency.

Of Stealth Viruses and Stealth Voters

Stealth is not only an aesthetic practice. It has also entered political dis-
course. To grasp the roles that the notion of stealth plays in contempo-
rary political culture, consider the discursive mobilization of the “stealth
virus” and “stealth voters” by the administration of US president Donald
Trump.

Soon after the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the novel coro-
navirus was described as a “stealth virus” because those who carry it are
highly contagious before they show any signs of infection. In other words,
it is because an infected person appears and feels healthy and thus partici-
pates in everyday activities that the virus can spread more efficiently. This
is indeed a major public health issue: if people are contagious well before
they show any symptoms, strategies of contact tracing and containment
are bound to play catch-up. But a brief look at medical history can teach
us that, in terms of stealthiness, the novel coronavirus pales in compari-
son to the pathogen that was originally labeled “the Stealth Virus.” The
expression itself was coined around 1910, decades before this pathogen was
identified and named “cytomegalovirus (CMV),” a member of the family
of herpesviruses (Griffiths 2012, chap. 1). CMV is a “stealth virus” because
infected people do not show any symptoms under normal conditions —ever.
Currently, “60 percent of adults in developed countries and 100 percent in
developing countries” carry CMV (Griffiths 2012, prologue). Yet, as with
other herpesviruses, the carriers rarely if ever experience any signs of ill-
ness. Its stealthiness is really what makes this virus so successful: CMV can
spread among populations for decades without any individual showing any
symptoms. The virus’s imperceptibility is an effect achieved through the
careful evolutionary calibration of the virus to the human immune system.
But then, how do we know about it? Well, the main reason why this virus is
so well-known today is that it is triggered or forced into action —in spite of
itself, so to speak —in carriers with weakened immune systems. For instance,
someone who has had an organ transplant will be given immunosuppres-
sive drugs to prevent their body from rejecting the donor organ. But this
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suppression of the immune system also means that the virus’s evolutionary
calibration is no longer appropriate. All of a sudden, the virus is too strong
for the host’s immune system, so it starts to cause disease. This is relevant
in the present context because it confirms that stealth has something to do
with thresholds of perceptibility. The virus stops being “stealthy” when the
threshold for its perceptibility in the host is artificially lowered by immuno-
suppressants. And it’s only then that the CMV’s carefully evolved stealthi-
ness is disrupted. That is a stealth virus, and it is briefly introduced here to
make the following point about the novel coronavirus: calling it a “stealth
virus” may be less about articulating its precise pathology and more about
making it serviceable to a political discourse that values stealth and opacity
in their own right. Indeed, when various political and social actors refer
to the coronavirus as a “stealth virus” or “invisible enemy,” they pursue a
number of discursive effects that weaponize the opacity of the coronavirus
for the purposes of controversy.

On March 18, 2020, President Trump made a first effort to politicize the
stealthiness of the coronavirus by referring to it as the “invisible enemy.”
He tweeted: “I want all Americans to understand: we are at war with an
invisible enemy, but that enemy is no match for the spirit and resolve of the
American people” (Trump 2020a, n.p.). This talking point was subsequently
repeated by politicians around the world. In the early days of the pandemic,
the notion of the “invisible enemy” helped justify the imposition of the first
15-day lockdown in the US and elsewhere. In a speech a day earlier, Trump
repeatedly mentioned the “fifteen days” of the lockdown and explicitly con-
nected them to the “invisible enemy” (Trump 2020b, n.p.). So because of
the then-estimated incubation period of roughly ten to fifteen days, life as
we knew it would have to be disrupted for fifteen days so everyone could
protect themselves from the virus and stop it in its tracks. Even though that
didn’t work as planned, the invisibility of the virus is here still discursively
linked to its incubation period. It refers to the lack of transparent, reliable
knowledge regarding a person’s pathological status right after infection.

But by the same token, it also refers to the political opacity of the virus.
In the same speech, Trump said: “We have to fight that invisible enemy.
I guess ‘unknown’ but we’re getting to know it a lot better.” Jack Schafer
(2020) argued in Politico that Trump pursued this rhetorical strategy partly
to justify his earlier dismissal and political neglect of this clear and pres-
ent danger to public health. This rhetoric serves the purpose of deflecting
responsibility. The Trump administration’s insufficient response to the
I COVID-19 pandemic can supposedly be explained by the fact that the
stealthy virus simply couldn’t be detected — that the enemy had the audacity
of being invisible on top of everything else. This is, of course, a blatant lie
cloaked in an obvious fact—namely, that viruses are invisible to the naked
eye, the blatant lie being that, in spite of being somewhat stealthy, the virus
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had long been detected by the World Health Organization (WHO), which,
in turn, had informed governments in a timely manner.

But the notion of the “invisible enemy” is part of political discourse also
to explain the lack of long-term strategies and to justify delays in political
decision-making. This is partly due to viruses” higher rate of evolution, which
means that they can out-evolve human attempts at capturing them. For exam-
ple, in the fall of 2021, newspapers reported the emergence of a “stealth vari-
ant” of the virus’s omicron variant. This variant was called “stealthy” because
standard polymerase chain reaction (PCR) tests could not reliably identify it
as the more infectious omicron variant of the coronavirus; or differently put,
it could not at first be distinguished from the delta variant. But actually, PCR
tests could reliably identify the virus as SARS-CoV-2, just not which variant.
That is why some science communicators have called the “stealth” label for
this omicron variant a “misnomer” (Le Page 2022). But that makes it all the
more urgent to ask what other reasons might motivate the use of the term
“stealth.” Here, the term “stealth” no longer refers to the incubation period,
but rather to the fact that the available testing technology is bound to lag
the development of the virus itself. You can learn how to identify something
only after it has begun to exist. So the notion of “stealth” here accounts for a
more fundamental, processual unknowability of not only the virus, but the
future more generally. Certain futures, especially contingencies, cannot be
predicted. Here, “stealth” refers to the novel contingency that resists tech-
based capture, and thus predictability.

In combination with the talking point of “invisible enemy,” this stealth
rhetoric associates invisibility or unknowability with hostile behavior. It
suggests that the virus’s opacity is part and parcel of an offensive act against
the American people. On April 5, 2020, Trump tweeted: “We are learning
much about the Invisible Enemy. It is tough and smart, but we are tougher
and smarter.” Designating the virus as a “smart” “enemy” thoroughly others
it as an intentional threat: its intrusion into US territory becomes a willful
act of attack rather than a matter of biological reproduction within a highly
dense and mobile population of Homo sapiens. And, of course, that will-
ful act is also hidden. Here, the invisibility or stealth of the virus acquires
the injurious connotation of willful deception. This also facilitates the war
rhetoric that Trump promoted in his approach to the pandemic. This effect
is compounded by the repeated association of the virus with China. Trump
called SARS-CoV-2 the “Chinese virus” dozens of times, an association that
further legitimized the militarization of the discourse around a public health
crisis. This discursive triangle between the coronavirus, stealth, and China
racialized the pathogen in a way that tapped into old and new discourses
of anti-Chinese fearmongering. By casting the coronavirus as an outside
threat from China, Trump’s rhetoric mobilized American “ideas of vulner-
able sovereignty and xenophobia” (Chen 2012, 168).
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In this complex entanglement of discursive strategies, the ascription of
stealth lends itself to a politics of fear and even conspiracy thinking because
it suggests that what one believes one sees is not all there is to the story.
In a culture that treats transparency as normative, discourses of stealth
insinuate that a lack of knowledge results from the deliberate opposition
to transparency. And this insinuation of stealthy behavior also intimates
potential alternative explanations for certain events.

Now compare all this to the way in which Fox News evoked the poten-
tial importance of “stealth voters” during the 2020 presidential campaign.
“ Are ‘stealth” Trump supporters the president’s secret weapon to winning
reelection?” the news item suggestively, hopefully, asks (Fox News 2020,
n.p.). The question arises from Fox News’s shallow dive into a communi-
cation science paper that studied voters “who secretly voted for someone
other than whom they publicly claimed to have voted for” (McDonald et
al. 2020, 3). Aptly, the data cited by Fox News is perhaps the least revealing
set of numbers provided in this paper: Out of a total of 558 [549] participat-
ing “stealth voters,” 27 percent [27 percent] secretly voted for Clinton, 54
percent [52 percent] secretly voted for Trump, and 19 percent [21 percent]
secretly voted for someone else” (McDonald et al. 2020, 4; the numbers
in brackets are from a confirmatory study, those not in brackets are from
the exploratory study; participants could only be part of one study, not
both). Fox News picks up on the fact that the majority of those who lie
about their vote voted for Trump. What the news item does not—and could
not—mention, for lack of data, is how many “stealth voters” there actually
are, for instance as a percentage of the total voting population. This might
be important to assessing the prowess of this “secret weapon to winning
reelection,” might it not? Be that as it may, the item spins the overwhelming
majority of Trump supporters among 2016 “stealth voters” into a hopeful
tale that allows the newsroom to relativize the importance of 2020 election
polls that are less hopeful. Incidentally, Fox News already knew this in
2016 when it circulated Kellyanne Conway’s analysis, first offered on Fox
& Friends, that Trump’s election was due also to a “small but potent force
who kept their vote silent until it really counted,” dubbing them “under-
cover Trump supporters” back then (Fox News 2016, n.p.). “Undercover
supporter” in a 2016 postelection analysis; “stealth voter” in the frenzied
runup to the 2020 election. The tone is certainly more conspiratorial in
2020, evoking the sense of a secret collective force, a sense of community
and belonging. Specifically, the notion of stealth is discursively deployed
to widen the perceived boundaries of one’s political in-group. Ultimately,
though, this rhetoric deployment of stealth supports a divisive politics of
polarization between “us” and “them.”?

Most striking, hopefully, is the contrast between the discourses of “stealth
voters” and the “stealth virus.” The latter was discursively cloaked in stealth
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to conjure the image of a reprehensible foreign enemy, whereas the stealth
voters are evoked to encourage political sympathizers and inspire trust.
The discursive deployment of stealth is not exactly a free-for-all, but in
this case, it is certainly a two-for-one. It can be deployed as an accusation
against political adversaries and as a reassuring tale to maintain in-group
solidarity. Stealth is a nimble middle term that spells both community and
conspiracy.*
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Abstract

This article is an excerpt from the monograph The Aesthetics of Stealth
(MIT Press, 2024). The first part of the article conceptualizes stealth as
tactical imperceptibility and resistance to normative transparency in digi-
tal culture. The second part of the article analyzes the rhetoric deploy-
ment of stealth in political discourse. Analyzing two recent examples, the
coronavirus described as a “stealth virus” and “stealth voters” during the
2020 US electoral campaign, the section argues that the rhetorical func-
tion of stealth consists in suggesting a large conspiratorial in-group and
in ascribing willful deception to others.
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Notes

1. This article contains excerpts from the introduction of The Aesthetics of Stealth
by Toni Pape. Reprinted with permission from The MIT Press. Copyright © 2024.

2. Chapter 7 of the book looks at the relation between stealth and conspiracy
thinking to show that representations of stealth have their own ways of propagat-
ing alter-realities within our heavily media-based experience of the world.
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3. The coda to the book explores how collective stealth actions can foster a
more productive sense of belonging. Through an engagement with the furtive
graffiti bombing of the TV series Homeland, the coda envisions how artful stealth
can foster an insistent sense of belonging across political and cultural differences.

4. I'would like to express my gratitude to the editors of this special issue. They
organized the seminar “Truth Transparency Controversy,” which took place at
the University of Amsterdam on May 23-25, 2022. The passages on controversy
and rhetoric in the below excerpt were first developed for this seminar and later
revised based on the participants” valuable comments. Thank you!
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