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You do not choose which of these events you remember the most
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Soon after our prototype of the Spectre installation de- 
buted at the Sheffield DocFest in mid-2019, videos  
of the deepfake characters who guide visitor through 
the experience spread rapidly across social media,  
in what was referred to at the time as ‘going viral’. 
These synthetic celebrities – Mark Zuckerberg,  
Kim Kardashian, Donald Trump, Damian Hirst and 
others – and the glimpses into their warped psy- 
ches that the project revealed, were covered across the 
media landscape and even discussed in a session  
on deepfakes in the US Congress. Of course, we had 

Spectre, by Daniel Howe and Bill Posters, is an immersive 
installation that attempts to detourn the tactics and  
technology used by the digital influence industry to mani- 
pulate people’s behaviours and decision-making. The 
installation invites visitors to explore the implications of 
surveil lance-driven capitalism and the new religion of 
Dataism, and to better understand their impacts on trust, 
privacy and democracy. Below Howe talks about the 
release of Spectre, the deepfakes from the project, and 
the events of the last year.
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In order to create a personalised experience
Tell us what you love and tell us what you hate

little idea how our understanding of the term ‘viral’ 
would be transformed in the months to come.  
As COVID-19 spread across the world and upcoming  
exhibitions of the installation –in the Americas,  
Europe and Asia — were cancelled, the deepfakes from 
the project, a relatively small part of the Spectre 
experience, became embroiled in a global conversation 
about AI and media manipulation that still continues.

Yet synthetic media, which has long existed in aural and pho- 
tographic forms was, even then, only one element of  
the manipulation equation. New tactics and technologies, 
whether psychologically micro-targeted advertising, pro- 
fessional political manipulators, or toxic social media bubbles 
have had the potential to impact cultural and political 
spheres in powerfully negative ways, and were largely absent 
from the debate at the time of Spectre’s release. Yet with  
the Brexit referendum close at hand, and the 2020 US election 
only months off, the stakes were high. The weaponization  
of targeted disinformation in social media had already been 
shown to have impacted prior elections (the US presiden- 
tial election in 2016, for example) as well as public debate on 
critically important issues like climate change. In a recent 
study, researchers estimated that on a typical day in the weeks 
leading up to the Paris Climate Agreement (IPCC 2018), up- 
wards of 25% of all Twitter posts on topics related to climate 
change were made by automated accounts or bots, defined 
as “tools designed to generate, disseminate, and promote posi- 
tions on social media”. Of these the majority were found  
to be “skeptical or denying of the wide scientific consensus 
on climate change” (Marlowe 2020). 

Considering the magnitude of these issues and the de- 
gree to which misinformation can derail public 
debate, it is not only Spectre deepfake character stud- 
ies that are relevant to the question of algorithmic 
manipulation. I focus here instead on a far less-dis-
cussed element of the project, specifically the  
“manipulation game” that forms the overarching nar- 
rative for the immersive experience. For visitors  
to the installation, who have logged in with a social 
media account and then agreed to the project’s 
terms-of-service, the game begins when they are tasked 
with selecting, from a series of (surreptitiously cap- 
tured) profile-style photographs, a previous user of 
the system to be the target of an as-yet-unknown  
series of manipulations. Users are then presented with 
a series of gamified tasks which focus either on ge- 
nerating additional data about their target, or later, us- 
ing existing data to influence the target’s beliefs  
and behaviors. The tasks increase in complexity and 
potential discomfort, beginning with simple de-
mographic assessments such as age and gender, to eval-
uating the financial, political and sexual incli- 
nations of the target, to helping facial recognition 
algorithms more precisely identify emotions in  
the captured images of their faces. The final task which 
users (those who have not abandoned the instal-
lation – the vast majority do not) is to create a series 
of social media advertisements, via an interactive 
design tool, in order to change the target’s intended 
vote on either the Brexit decision or the 2020 US 
election, depending on geographic location. Users are 
tasked to design these advertisements specifical- 
ly for their target, based on a range of personal data 
points that the system has accumulated, including 
the target’s OCEAN personality score, a five-category 
system believed (and used by marketers (Seimiene 

1 It is important to note that the data that the user is provided in these 
manipulation activities is real data about the target, collected as the 
installation runs and distilled via a large-scale deep-learning mod-
el developed by researchers at the Psychometrics Centre at Cam-
bridge University and trained on over a million human subjects.

2 In fact, Derrida’s shift towards immunological tropes in his writings of the 
1990s is often considered a marker of his so-called ‘ethico-political’ turn.

2012)) to accurately model a human subject’s patterns 
of thoughts, feelings, and behavior (Diener 2019)1. 

As in the well-known Milgram experiments (McLeod 2017) 
the subject of primary interest is not the target here, but 
rather the visitor, who, by making judgments and selecting 
strategies, incrementally reveal themselves to Spectre’s 
cognitive psychological quantification. This fact becomes  
apparent to visitors as they realize their participation  
has already enabled their own subjugation to future users of 
the system, who may choose to target them. By engaging  
with Spectre, much like the modern-day systems of platform  
capitalists that it takes as inspiration, you empower it to  
use you – to forever task others with the relentless penetration 
of your persona. In this sense Spectre targets the funda- 
mental property of immune systems: the ability to discrimi-
nate “self” from “other” so that contaminating bacteria  
or viruses can be attacked. We might even consider the sys- 
tem to be “autoimmunological” in a sense, exhorting  
participants to attack their own cells and tissues as if they 
were foreign threats. 

Of course, metaphors of autoimmunity have been 
discussed extensively in critical theory (though often 
derided by actual immunologists), notably in the 
later work of Derrida, developing out his earlier pre- 
occupation with ‘contamination’2. He writes “to 
protect its life, to constitute itself as unique living ego, 
to relate, as the same, to itself it is necessarily led 
to welcome the other within... it must therefore take 
the immune defenses apparently meant for the 
non-ego, the enemy, the opposite, the adversary and 
direct them at once for itself and against itself.” 
(Derrida 1993) An apt description of how the vast sys- 
tems of computational disinformation, driven by  
the Zuckerbergs of the world, function (and equally 
apt in the context of  Spectre’s manipulation game).  
As Derrida notes, such systems are only quasi-suicidal. 
The contamination of the self is achieved by the  
self, as other, to an extent that self and non-self can no 
longer be distinguished. As Peta Mitchell writes, 
“Autoimmunity in this sense, then, reveals itself as 
the limit of the law of contamination—indeed as  
the contamination of contamination.” (Mitchell 
2017) The systems of late-stage surveillance capital-
ism,  
in digesting the datafied corpses of its happily con- 
senting users, mutate and reproduce in what can 
perhaps best be described as a metaphorical act of tire- 
less auto-necrophilia. 
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