
Pedagogy and Digital Aesthetics: A Manifesto

Kyle Conway

Our Task Is to Think Across Media
Today’s instrumentalist view of education betrays the very idea 
of education. If we teach only discrete skills that employers want 
and bureaucrats can count, we fail our students. We cannot anti
cipate all that our students will encounter after they leave our 
classrooms.  If they cannot adapt because we have taught them 
only discrete skills, what is the value of those skills?

This contradiction is especially stark in communication. 
Innovation is an ironic beast.  Literally—according to its Latin 
roots—it means “to make new,” but it is fundamentally destruct
ive:  Technology 2.0 might extend Technology 1.0,  but it negates 
it,  too.  Planned obsolescence is smart business strategy:  the 
promise that we can do more today than we could yesterday is 
seductive, and it makes an upgrade look like a bargain. But it also 
means we can do less today than we will be able to do tomor
row, when we will need to upgrade again.  Whether the bargain 
is worth it is not clear.

How should we teach students as the rate of innovation 
accelerates? It is foolish to think we can keep pace with techno
logical change, but we still must give them something useful. We 
must rethink how we relate to technology and reconceive the 
value of the skills we teach.  We must turn away from discrete 
skills as ends in themselves to something at once more abstract 
and more practical. We must ask how these skills point to some
thing greater—the mystery of communication, or how it is I take 
ideas from my mind and place them in yours.  We can arrive at 
that abstraction through a curious path,  that of aesthetics and 
translation. We can make it practical when we lead our students 
to see new technologies as conduits in the mysterious passage 
from mind to mind.

First we must recognize that parsimony is beautiful.  Then 
we must see that communication is material.  Finally we must 
strive for a speculative conclusion.  The mystery of communica
tion is ultimately beyond our comprehension, but we can glimpse 
its secrets.  Our task is not to solve the mystery but to see how 
the tools we use show us the direction to take.

Parsimony is Beautiful
All media are new until something replaces them.  In the 1930s, 
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Rudolf Arnheim wrote two books,  one about film and one about 
radio,  media that had been new but appeared on the cusp of 
being replaced by television.  His vantage point at that moment 
of transition helps us understand the flux that characterizes 
media today.

Arnheim wrote about his disappointment and frustration 
that filmmakers and radio producers had not realized their 
media’s potential. They failed to make art because they failed to 
understand how film and radio were different from what came 
before. They did not see that “artistic and scientific descriptions 
of reality are cast in molds that derive not so much from the sub
ject matter itself as from the properties of the medium [...] 
employed” (Film as Art 2).

What Arnheim did was bring translation into the realm of 
aesthetics. Art, he said, presupposed translation: “Every art trans
lates all content into the means of expression most suitable to 
the medium of representation” (Radio 177). In the same move, he 
took “translation” out of the realm of metaphor.  We understand 
“translation” conventionally as the act of rewriting a text by sub
stituting one language for another,  but we arrive at that under
standing by analogy with the word’s literal roots. The Latin trans
latus, past participle of transferre, describes something else:

trans / ferre
across / to carry

German—Arnheim’s language—makes the idea of movement 
even clearer because “übersetzen” has no recourse to a foreign 
idiom but reveals its intentions upfront:

über / setzen
across / to carry

Lest we see translation/Übersetzung merely as a form of move
ment,  we should heed Andrew Chesterman’s warning: “The cor
responding terms [of ‘translation’] in some other languages (such 
as Finnish,  Turkish,  Japanese,  Chinese,  Tibetan,  Vietnamese, 
Tamil)  do not foreground the notion of carrying something 
across, but rather notions of difference or mediation” (104). Thus, 
in addition to movement, we have transformation: in the passage 
from one language to another,  from one medium to another, 
from one stateofbeing to another, objects change.

This movementtransformation has implications for art. 
For Arnheim, when art translates content, it does so in ways spe
cific to the medium:  “There is in art a general law of economy 
which demands that nothing but what is essential for its form 
should be admitted in a work of art” (Radio 133). Aristotle tells us 
(in book 5  of the Metaphysics)  that “essential”  describes that 
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without which something—a medium, say—would not be what it 
is.  In that respect,  aesthetics implies something akin to parsi
mony:  art includes what is essential,  but only that.  Parsimony is 
beautiful, although in saying so, we risk falling into tautology.

Communication Is a Material Act
Let us not pass too quickly over the different terms for transla
tion; they have not yet yielded all their secrets. Words like “trans
lation”  and “Übersetzung”  mean different things because they 
have accumulated different associations for communities of 
speakers in dialogue with each other over time: “a word presents 
itself not as an item of vocabulary but as a word that has been 
used in a wide variety of utterances by cospeaker A, cospeaker 
B,  cospeaker C and so on,  and has been variously used in the 
speaker’s own utterances”  (Vološinov 70).  That is,  when I 
respond to you, I agree, or disagree, or acquiesce, support, chal
lenge, negotiate, or otherwise engage with you, but in each case, 
I take account of what you have said and how you, too, respon
ded to people before you.  Words accumulate associations 
through this ongoing act of taking account: your speech echoes 
in mine, just as the speech of people before you echoes in yours.

Words organize the chaotic flux of our experience of the 
world into discrete, meaningful things through this process. Lan
guages each organize the flux in a specific way: “translation” has 
accumulated different associations than “Übersetzung”  because 
different communities of speakers have used them (Berman). 
Words are not innocent,  and they betray us by meaning more 
than we intend:  when we use them to pick out an object,  they 
echo in ways beyond our control.  In “Die Aufgabe des Überset
zers,”  Walter Benjamin says of intention,  or this act of using 
words to pick out an object,

it is necessary to distinguish,  within intention,  the intended 
object from the mode of its intention. In “Brot” and “pain” [the 
German and French words for “bread”] the intended object is 
the same,  but the mode of intention differs.  It is because of 
their modes of intention that the two words signify something 
different to a German or a Frenchman,  that they are not 
regarded as interchangeable,  and in fact ultimately seek to 
exclude one another [...]. (156–157)

Paul de Man explains that translation reveals “a fundamental dis
crepancy between the intent to name Brot and the word Brot in 
its materiality, as a device of meaning” (87). When de Man hears 
“Brot,” he hears the German poet Friedrich Hölderlin, who figures 
prominently in Benjamin’s essay, which makes him think in turn of 
Hölderlin’s “Brot und Wein”—“Bread and Wine,”  one of his most 
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famous poems, an elegy to Demeter and Dionysus. But in French, 
that seriousness disappears: Pain et vin “is what you get for free 
in [...] a cheap restaurant where it is still included, so pain et vin 
has very different connotations from Brot und Wein.  It brings to 
mind the pain français, baguette, ficelle, bâtard, all those things” 
(87).

We must not lose sight of the material nature of intention: 
through words that are grounded in social interaction,  the out
side world impinges upon our psyche. Translation lays bare lan
guage’s materiality by showing where competing intentions—
that of “Brot” and that of “pain”—contradict each other. Translat
ors cannot reproduce the intention of the original,  where “con
tent and language constitute a certain unity, like that between a 
fruit and its skin,”  but instead must give over to the excess of 
meaning to create a translation that “surrounds its content as if 
with the broad folds of a royal mantle” (Benjamin 158).

The same thing happens in art.  Opera and live theater 
have different properties than radio,  for instance,  and what is 
essential for one is not essential for the other.  Their modes of 
intention differ, too. They evoke meaning by showing us different 
things about the world, and one cannot be simply relayed by the 
other:  radio is “selfsufficient,  completes itself in the aural,” 
Arnheim writes,  and it demands that opera or theater be 
restaged (Radio 138).  If producers put a microphone by a stage 
to broadcast actors performing before a live audience,  all they 
do is remind listeners they are not there:  listeners hear the 
sounds people in the room would hear (applause or laughter, or 
actors shuffling across the stage), but they cannot see the cause, 
and rather than imagine themselves at the performance,  they 
become aware of what they cannot see.

In other words,  producers must grapple with how the 
material nature of communication is shaped by the medium 
itself.  Translators encounter the materiality of language;  produ
cers encounter the materiality of communication.

This encounter has important pedagogical implications.

We Must Strive for a Speculative Conclusion
When we teach,  we ask our students to strive for clarity.  The 
acts of writing a clear sentence and building a paragraph are 
conceptually similar to those of creating a working hypertext 
and composing a website or recording a clean shot and editing a 
video.  But they are not the same,  and in the distance between 
them, we get some hint of the mystery of communication.

Benjamin makes an unexpected claim about translation, 
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one that is useful to us:  the point of translation is not to render 
content in another language.  Content is at best secondary. 
Instead,  the point is to discover how languages complement 
each other in their modes of intention: “in each [language] as a 
whole,  one and the same thing is intended;  this cannot be 
attained by any one of them alone,  however,  but only by the 
totality of their mutually complementary intentions:  pure lan
guage” (156). Pure language (reine Sprache) is not something we 
can speak or even know directly. Instead, it is an absent element 
whose contours are suggested by each language’s mode of 
intention.  When translation brings two modes into contact,  its 
contours become clearer.  But even though we cannot speak it, 
we can imagine what qualities it might have,  qualities Benjamin 
describes by quoting the poet Stéphane Mallarmé (in untrans
lated French, no less):

Les langues imparfaites en cela que plusieurs,  manque la 
suprême:  penser étant écrire sans accessoires,  ni chuchote
ment mais tacite encore l’immortelle parole,  la diversité,  sur 
terre, des idiomes empêche personne de proférer les mots qui,  
sinon se trouveraient,  par une frappe unique,  ellemême 
matériellement la vérité.
Languages,  imperfect due to sheer number,  are ultimately 
lacking: as thinking is writing without accessory or whisper, but 
the immortal word remains tacit, the diversity of languages on 
earth prevents us from saying the words that otherwise, in one 
fell swoop,  would find themselves to be materially the truth. 
(qtd. in Benjamin 160, my translation)

In pure language, the distance between word and object disap
pears. Pure language no longer mediates but opens immediately 
onto the world it describes.

In an image,  it’s as if we have the mold used to cast an 
object,  but the object is missing,  the mold is broken,  and all we 
have are some of the pieces. Pure language is the object, and the 
languages we speak—German,  French,  English—are the pieces. 
The modes of intention are the grooves and indentations on the 
pieces’  backside,  where they gave shape to the nowabsent 
object. We cannot see the object, but we can get some sense of 
its form.

Here is where our focus on discrete skills sells our students 
short.  We teach them how to write clearly,  compose a website, 
or edit a video. We ask them what makes one medium different 
from another. But if we stop there—if we ask them only how con
tent translates between media—we’ve given them skills to pro
duce only a “bad translation,  which can be defined as inexact 
transmission of an inessential content” (Benjamin 152).  We must 
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ask them instead,  if the skills are pieces of a mold,  what is the 
object? This question is speculative. It cannot be otherwise. The 
answers cannot be proven or even stated absolutely. But asking 
the question can cast new light on the mystery of communica
tion. Here is the paradox and why this approach, in the final ana
lysis,  is practical:  the ability to ask this question will be the tool 
students need to adapt to technologies we have yet even to ima
gine.

* * *
We have organized our universities—especially our research uni
versities—around a false distinction between pedagogy and 
research. This is a mistake: both are forms of inquiry, our primary 
enterprise.  Teaching—as much as research—produces new 
knowledge,  and we must not surrender it a Nietzschean will to 
quantify.  Teaching is political because it resists the effort to 
reduce education to technical training. It is not a question, as our 
critics believe, of causing our students to think like “us” (as if we 
were some monolithic group), but, more fundamentally, of giving 
them tools to think—not to answer questions we pose,  but to 
pose questions themselves.

For this reason, we must not shy away from abstractions. 
We must hold the tools we teach—the discrete skills students 
acquire—up against the light of these abstractions.  What does 
their light reveal?  And,  conversely,  we must ask how the tools 
themselves cause us to see the abstractions differently. When we 
hold up these tools, how do they recast the light? 
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