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“Thus isolation is a 
pro ect.” Notes toward 
a henomenology of 
Screen-Mediated Life

Shane Denson

The COVID-19 pandemic abruptly shifted the  
parameters of our lives, focusing much of our activity 
onto screens as we communicated with one another 
online. Videoconferencing too  on an unprecedented 
importance in many peoples’ daily lives, drawing 
attention to parado es of screen-mediated inter-
actions, which serve at once to connect and to iso-
late. This essay foregrounds these parado es for the 
purposes of a social and e istential phenomenology of 
screen-mediated life.
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[Figure1]ScreenshotofZoomconversationwithVivianSobchack,ScottBukatman,Elizabeth

Kessler,KarinDenson,andtheauthor(Source:ShaneDenson2020)

“Thusisolationisaproject.”IencounteredthesewordsagaininMay2020—a
goodtwomonthsintoCalifornia’sstatewideshelter-in-placeorderduring
theCOVID-19pandemicbutstillaweekorsobeforevideoofGeorgeFloyd’s
brutalmurderatthehandsoftheMinneapolispolicewouldsparktremendous
protests,bringingmillionsofpeoplebackintothestreetsacrosstheUSand
aroundtheworld.Inthisfragile,liminalmomentIfoundmyselfconfronted
withwhatfeltlikeanilluminatingparadoxasIrepeatedthewords:“Thusiso-
lationisaproject.”

Thissentence,originallypublishedin1960,appearsinthemiddleofJean-Paul
Sartre’smassiveCritique of Dialectical Reason (Sartre2004,258)—alaterwork
inwhichthephilosopherturnsfromtheapparentlyindividualistic,subject-
centricapproachofhisearlyexistentialismtoamoresociallyorientedproject,
onethatisexplicitlyMarxistinitspolitics.Thebook’scentralproblemcan
besummedupinthequestionofhowthemodernsubject,existentiallyfree
andyetstructurallyandmateriallyalienated,canovercomeitsisolationand
establishrobustformsofpoliticalcollectivitythatwouldembraceradical
freedomforliberatoryprojects.ForSartre,theproblemisthatalltoooften
wechoosenottoevenattemptthisendeavor,insteadembracingisolation
oranonymityasanexistential“project”inasocialformofbadfaith.Under
conditionsofquarantineandsocialdistancing,however,isolationhadbecome
adifferentkindofproject:onedesignedtoslowthespreadofthenovel
coronavirus.Therewassomethingparadoxical,ifnotdownrighttragic,afoot:
being“togetherapart”—despitetheprosaicpropagandaofsuchslogans—had
becomeanimportantpoliticalproject,butawedgewastherebydriveninto
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theheartofsocialreality,complicatingtheconditionsofcollectivitybymaking
ourcollectivewell-beingdependpreciselyonthealienationofsocialdistance
thatSartrehadhopedtoovercome.1

Thus,somesixdecadesafterSartrediscoveredtheprojectofisolation,many
ofusre-discovereditinanewform.Webegandistancingourselvesphysically
whileatthesametimeacceleratingandmultiplyingtheconnectionswe
madeviascreens—communicatingwithoneanotheroverSkype,Microsoft
Teams,GoogleMeetandHangouts,andthesuddenlyomnipresentZoom.Life
itselfsuddenlytookplaceonscreen.Weheldvirtualmeetings,Zoom-based
happyhours,videocallswithdistantfriendsandfamily(fig.1).Foracademics,
teachingandadvisingwasabruptlyshiftedonline,muchofittakingplacein
theformofvideoconferencing.Inthisnewworld,thescreenbothconnected
usandkeptusapart,drivinghomeStanleyCavell’sinsightthatthescreenhad
alwaysledadoubleexistenceasbothawindowandashield,simultaneously
extendingourperceptionoutintotheworldwhilealsoscreening us from the 
world (Cavell1979)—inthiscase,servingasaphysicalbarrier,avirtualface
shield.Themultistabilityofthescreennowbecameevenmoreapparentaswe
foundourvisionbouncingaroundbetweenthemanyfacesarrayedingrids
acrossourscreens,shiftingfromboxtobox,frametoframe,peeringinto
others’apartments,andquiteoftenwindinguplookingatourownfacesasif
inaglitchydigitalmirror.Phenomenologically,thisalsomeantthatwewere
constantlyoscillatingbetweenwhatphilosopheroftechnologyDonIhdecalls
“embodimentrelations,”inwhichwelookthroughthescreenasifthrougha
window,and“hermeneuticrelations,”inwhichwere-focusourperception
to look at thescreen(Ihde1990)—forexample,whenwerelaxourfocusona
speakerandscanthescreenasawholetoseewho’stalkingnow,alternating
fromfiguretogroundandbackagain.2Thescreen’sduality,asbothcom-
municationdeviceandaspersonalprotectiveequipment,requiresrapidshifts
offocusandattention.3Thisnewprojectofisolation,wequicklylearned,was
utterlyexhausting.4 

1 “TogetherApart”isthetitleofaNew York Times-producedpodcast:https://www.
nytimes.com/column/together-apart.Similarslogans,suchas“togetheratadistance”or
“togetherathome”(thetitleofaneventorganizedbyLadyGagainsupportoftheWorld
HealthOrganization),aboundedintheearlydaysandweeksofsocialdistancingand
foregroundedtheseparadoxes.

2 ForanapplicationofIhde’sconceptstocinema,seeSobchack1992.SeealsoDenson
2020foranapplicationtodigitalimages.

3 Asmyreferencestothescreen’sfunctionas“personalprotectiveequipment”ora“vir-
tualfaceshield”suggest,thescreeninquestionhere—atleastinthecontextofthepan-
demic—mustbeseeninrelationalsotothefacemaskanditsownoscillationsbetween
visibilityandinvisibility,distanceandproximity.Boththescreenandthemaskareat
thecenterofsimultaneouslyphenomenological,epidemiological,andsociopolitical
transformations.

4 Avarietyofpopulararticlesandop-edshavedealtwiththephenomenonof“Zoom
exhaustion”or“Zoomfatigue.”See,forexample,Bailenson2020;FosslienandDuffy

https://www.nytimes.com/column/together-apart
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Nevertheless,safetydemandedit,and“thusisolationisaproject.”Ihad
readthissentencemanytimesbeforewithouttakingmuchnotice.Butnowit
positivelyjumpedoutatmewhilere-readingSartre’sCritiqueinpreparation
foradirectedreadingclasswithagraduatestudent—conducted,ofcourse,
remotelyviaZoom.Thesentence,previouslyunobtrusivebutnowcom-
mandingallofmyattention,itselfoscillatedlikemyscreenbetweentrans-
parencyandopacityandtherebyilluminatedthescreen’sparadoxicalroleas
bothaconditionofandanobstacletocollectivelifeinthepresent.Sartre’s
sentencethusraisedacrucialquestionaboutmedia,butthiswasalsoaques-
tionaboutaradicaltransformationinthefunctionofmediaintheconstitution
ofourexperientialandsocialworlds.

Inordertoappreciatethistransformation,considerthesentence’soriginal
context.Sartreisdescribingamoderncity,presumablypostwarParis.He
suggeststhatthecityisa“medium”richwithagency,the“exigencies”ofits
infrastructureshapingourcomportmenttowardstheworldandoneanother
(Sartre2004,257,187–96).Heconjuresamundanescene:peoplearewaiting
forthebusatabusstop.

Thesepeople—whomaydiffergreatlyinage,sex,class,andsocial
milieu—realise,withintheordinarinessofeverydaylife,therelationof
isolation,ofreciprocityandofunification(andmassification)fromoutside
whichischaracteristicof,forexample,theresidentsofabigcityinsofar
astheyareunitedthoughnotintegratedthroughwork,throughstruggle
orthroughanyotheractivityinanorganisedgroupcommontothemall.
(Sartre2004,256)

Inshort,theassembledpeoplejusthappen tobeatthesameplaceatthe
sametime;theyhavenocommonproject,thoughtheirindividualprojects
requirethattheyshareacommonrelation,instrumentalinnature,tothe
builtenvironment—inthiscase,tothebusstopandthebusthattheyawait
totakethem,eachindividually,wheretheyneedtogo.Sartretermsthis
loose,anonymouscollectivea“seriality,”asopposedtoaproper“group,”
whichinvolvesacommongoalandoperatesmorelikeacollectivesubject.5 
Intheseriality,individualsareobstaclestooneanother,notcategorically
differentfromthedumbmaterialityofthebuiltenvironmentitself—what
Sartrecallsthe“practico-inert”inrecognitionofthewaystructuresand
technologiesstorehumanpraxis,orpastlivinglabor,whilecondensingitinto

2020.Thepresentessayintendstoaddaphenomenologicaldimensiontosuchanalyses.
5 Asexamplesoftheseriality,inadditiontothequeueatthebusstop(Sartre2004,

256–69),Sartrealsoconsidersradiobroadcasts(270–76)andmarkets(277–93).In
FredricJameson’sopinion,inhis2004forewordtotheCritique,“thenotionofseriality
developedhereistheonlyphilosophicallysatisfactorytheoryofpublicopinion,the
onlygenuinephilosophyofthemedia,thatanyonehasproposedtodate”(Sartre2004,
xxviii).
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inertobjectiveform.6Inthepractico-inert,theactivecomponentofpraxis
carriesoverintothepresentandtowardsthefuture,asthebuiltenviron-
mentanditstechnologiespresentthemselvesasinstrumentstobeutilized
towardstherealizationofourgoals;buttheinertia ofthematerialobject
anditsrootednessinthepast(thetimeofitsmanufacture)standsasan
obstacle,resistingthefacilityofusewitha“coefficientofadversity”—aterm
thatSartre,asearlyas1943inhismagnumopusBeing and Nothingness,had
borrowedfromGastonBachelardinrecognitionofthefrictionthatmateri-
alityandembodimentintroducedintophenomenology(Sartre1992,324).In
thecircumstantialcollectiveoftheseriality,theindividualOthersgatheredat
thebusstopsimilarlytendtopresentthemselvesinstrumentally,oscillating
betweencoefficientsofutilityandadversity,andthusstandingoutquiteoften
asobstaclestotherealizationofmy goals.Therearealimitednumberof
seatsonthebus,andeveryoneelsebecomesacompetitorforaseat.Butthe
competitionisanonymousandpassive,theindividualsignoringratherthan
confrontingoneanotherwhileoccupyingthesamephysicalspace.Alienation
isthereforenotjustapsychologicalshortcoming,butmateriallyenforcedby
wayofthebuiltenvironment,withitsunderlyingexigenciesandscarcities.
Andinthissituation,onemightembraceanonymityandfurthermaterialize
it:anewspaperservesasashield,protectingmefromtheother’sgaze—and
“thusisolationisaproject,”asIchoosetowieldthepractico-inertandrein-
forcetheseparationconstitutiveoftheseriality(Sartre2004,257–58).

Today,ofcourse,thisfamiliarfactofpublictransportationpersists,butwith
adifference:Sartre’snewspaperhasnowbecomeamobilescreen,e.g.a
smartphoneoratablet.Thegesturalcliché(inauthenticity-become-habit)
ofshieldingone’svisionpersists,butthemediumisradicallydifferent,
bothtechnicallyandexistentially.7Ratherthananinertobjectthat,likethe
newspaper,simplyrecordsorpreservespastlabor,thescreenisdynamic
andchanging;importantly,itsdynamismisbasedinafeedbackloopthat
incorporatespresentuse,thecasualorincidentallaborofclickingand

6 Sartreidentifiesan“anti-dialectic,ordialecticagainstthedialectic(dialecticofpas-
sivity),[which]mustrevealseries tousasatypeofhumangatheringandalienationas
amediatedrelationtotheotherandtotheobjectsoflabourintheelementofseriality
asaserialmodeofco-existence.Atthislevelwewilldiscoveranequivalencebetween
alienated praxis andworkedinertia,andweshallcallthedomainofthisequivalence
the practico-inert ”(Sartre2004,66-67).ForSartre,inotherwords,this“anti-dialectic”
describestheforceorexigencyofmatter,whichconstrainsexistentialfreedom
andcommingleshumanandinanimateagenciesintheserialproductionandcon-
sumptionpracticesofindustrialcapitalismandtheanonymouscollectivelifeofurban
environments.

7 Variousaccountsofdigitalmediaforegroundtheirisolatingeffects;see,for
example,Turkle2011.Whatismissingfrommostsuchaccounts,however,isclose
phenomenologicalattentiontothespatialandtemporalvicissitudesofthesenew
technicalandexistentialforms.
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scrolling,intotheongoingproductionofvalue.8Moreover,screen-phenomena
aregeneratedoutofpredictive,future-orientedprocesses,likeautocorrect
algorithms,thatactivelyanticipateandtherebyshapethesubjectivityofthe
user.9Thisanticipatorylogicisalsoattheheartofourvideoconferencingses-
sions,whichdependoncompressionprotocolsthatpredictchangesatthe
levelofthepixel,microtemporallygeneratingimagesonthebasisofwhich
partsofthesceneareexpectedtoremainstatic(e.g.thebackground)or
change(e.g.thefigureofthespeakingsubject).Asatechnologicalartifact,the
screenremainsapractico-inertobject,storingthelaboroffactoryworkers
andengineerswhileembodyingadumbphysicality:itsitsthere,inertonmy
deskorinmylap,amaterialbarrierbetweenmeandmyinterlocutors.But
inoperation,thescreeninstantiatesanewtemporalitythattranscendsits
physicalinertia.Itsprotentional,predictiveprocessesendowitwithgreater
agencyasitsanticipatorydimensionsintertwinewithmyownbeing-towards-
the-future.10Engagingwithoneanotherthroughthesedigitalmirrors,
ourreflectionswarpedbothbymicrotemporaldelaysandbypredictive
generativities,thepresentofoursubjectivities—andtheconditionsoflife
itself—areradicallyaltered.LifenowtakesplaceinwhatVivianSobchackhas
calledthe“screen-sphere”(Sobchack2016).

Importantly,thisconditiondoesnotendwhenweleavethebubbleofthe
videochat,whentheworld“re-opens”andweemergefromquarantine.For
whatthepandemic-inducedprojectofisolationrevealstousisamorebasic
transformation:thepractico-inert,whilestillverymuchaconditionofour
socialexistence,hasgivenwaytoanewconditionthatmightbetermedthe
practico-alert.Alertness,alwaysbeingready,isbothatechnicalfactofpre-
dictivecomputationandaconstantdemandonourattention;presentexperi-
encenolongertakesplaceagainstaneutralbackgroundofthepastdistilledin
theformofinertobjectsandbuiltenvironments,butinconcertwith“smart”
devices,even“smartcities”thatanticipateoureverymove.11Ourpredictive
technologies,alwaysalerttothecontingenciesoftheever-shiftingfuture, 
demandthatwetooarealwaysalert—anditisexhausting.12 

8 See,forexample,Pasquinelli2009.
9 Thesegenerative,future-orientedprocesses,whichdistinguishcomputationalmedia

fromthepast-orientedrecordingprocessescommontocinema,photography,and
phonography,forexample,areamajorfocusofmybookDiscorrelated Images (2020).

10 AsIargueinDiscorrelated Images,thisintertwinementmeansthatcomputationally
renderedimagesaffectusonapre-personal,“metabolic”level.

11 Onsmartcitiesandthewaytheircomputationalinfrastructuresenforcenewformsof
governmentality,seeHalpern2015.Foranargumentthatcitieshavealways,inasense,
been“smart,”seeMattern2017.

12 Thisshiftfromthepractico-inerttothepractico-alert,alongwiththephenomenological,
aesthetic,andpoliticalimplicationsofthetransformationofmediatechnologiesfroma
recording-basedorretentionaltoapredictiveorprotentionalfunctionality,isthetopic
ofmynextbookproject,tentativelytitledThe New Seriality: Political Aesthetics in a Digital 
Lifeworld.
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Returningtothestreets,forexampletoprotestpolicebrutalityandpro-
claimthatBlackLivesMatter,isthushardlyanescapefromscreen-mediated
life.Rather,wesubjectourselvestoincreasedstatesurveillanceandmedia
scrutiny,thusappearingasbodiesandbiometricdataoncountlessscreens.
Butmobilescreenscanalsoserve,inthisenvironment,asliteralshields,when
thecameraisturnedtowardsthepoliceforpurposesofaccountabilityand
deterrence.Andourscreensareofcourseessentialtoorganizing.Thus,the
dualityofthescreen,whichtheprojectofisolationforegroundedindramatic
fashion,mightbeseizeduponasthebasisofreversal,fromserialitytosol-
idarity,frompassivealienationtoactiveresistance.Thismoredeliberateform
ofunionwillrequirehardworkandredoubledalertness—butperhapsthereis
asliverofhopeforamorejustfutureamidstthehorrors,injustices,andiso-
lationsofscreen-mediatedlife.

I would like to thank Vivian Sobchack, Scott Bukatman, Elizabeth A. Kessler, 
and Karin Denson for their comments on an early draft of this essay, which 
we appropriately discussed “together apart” during a virtual happy hour 
via Zoom. Thanks also to the participants in the “Media Technology Theory” 
seminar, co-taught with Fred Turner at Stanford in Spring 2020, during which 
we conducted, again via Zoom, a phenomenological interrogation of the 
interface and screen-space of Zoom; and to Hank Gerba, with whom I worked 
through Sartre’s notion of seriality in the independent study course mentioned 
above. And thank you, finally, to the two anonymous reviewers and to the 
editors of this volume for their valuable feedback.
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