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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This paper approaches the emergence of ‘metaverses’ as inherently Received 12 April 2024
tied to the platformisation of identity ushered in by social media. Accepted 31 October 2024
| focus on Meta’s reliance on the performative engagement of

users in their digital personas, retained by company investment M :

. . . X . etaverse; augmented
in soaally networked, aesthetlcally immersive techng—cultural reality; face filters; social
formats like augmented reality (AR) face filters. Drawing from media; digital identity; media
interviews with four artists who have worked with AR face filters art

and share a reflexive focus on their practice, this paper explores

the critical boundaries of designing performative sub-interfaces

within Meta’s (multi)platform infrastructure. By studying AR face

filters as platform art, the paper makes two contributions across

platform studies and cultural critique. Firstly, | argue AR face

filters enable Meta to maintain dominance over an actually

existing metaverse — a middle ground between curated social

media profiles and immersive metaverse platforms. Secondly,

| propose Meta’s artistic turn represents a novel aesthetic strategy

to bring infrastructural value to the company through platform

art and artist communities, and to habituate users to a more

performative engagement with its platforms.

KEYWORDS

Introduction: infrastructures for (performing) the self

This paper explores how the performance of digital identity plays into the establishment
of new digital infrastructures, focusing on the critical relationship between platform
companies and artists working with platformed media. I argue this techno-social
relationship is especially relevant in the current transition from an Internet era domi-
nated primarily by social media companies to one where gaming platforms are gaining
infrastructural influence in the rush towards ‘metaverses’. Discussing Meta as the most
exemplary company at this juncture, I highlight how the company attempts to renew
user engagement in the performance of their digital identities by introducing novel per-
formative affordances like augmented reality (AR) face filters, which are not only tech-
nologically and aesthetically sophisticated, but often explicitly showcased for their
artistic applications. I also explore the critical role artists play in the design of
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performative sub-interfaces that, while enabling creative and even critical self-expression
for both users and the artists who design them, are nonetheless embedded within a
‘metainterface’ (Andersen & Pold, 2018) stitched together across Meta’s assets. Demon-
strating the strategic infrastructural role of these techno-cultural innovations, I argue the
company is taking an artistic turn towards an actually existing metaverse. In so doing, the
paper makes contributions across sociological studies of platform infrastructures, the-
ories of identity and performativity, and media art critique.

The premise of this research is that the metaverse is being rolled out as a top-down inno-
vation, driven largely by established platform companies like Meta, which originated from
the Facebook rebrand in 2021 (Thomas, 2021). According to Meta’s website, the metaverse
is ‘the next evolution in social connection and the successor to the mobile Internet’, ‘a set of
digital spaces that you can move seamlessly between.” (What is the Metaverse?. n.d.). While
the definition does not ring too dissimilar from a description of the company’s current
multi-platform empire (it owns Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp), it is directly inspired
by futuristic sci-fi literature. The term ‘metaverse’ was in fact famously coined by Neal Ste-
phenson in his 1992 novel Snow Crash and it refers to an immersive virtual environment
where users are embodied by digital ‘avatars’ who can interact with each other and lead
alternative existences. Despite the current hype, Internet history has shown it was the
drier, standardised interfaces of social media like Facebook that dominated the 2010s,
and eventually ushered in Meta’s ‘platform-as-infrastructure’ model (Plantin et al., 2018);
the innovations of immersive, metaverse-anticipating environments like Second Life, on
the other hand, did not define the Internet as much - although they were deeply fascinating
to many non-mainstream communities, and artists in particular were meant to play a key
role in the development of Second Life’s community from the outset (Lester, 2009).

Today, Meta’s vision for the metaverse still materially depends at least partly on the
infrastructural dominance it has accumulated during the prime years of social media,
and Hern (2023, para. 9) suggests the vagueness of the company’s definition of metaverse
is strategic: ‘Such an expansive definition - simply setting up a Memoji on your iPhone or
logging into Fortnite could count as ‘using the metaverse” — helps Meta dodge criticism
that the dream the company promised looks no closer to fruition now than it did 18
months ago’. It is arguable the discursive continuity between social media and the meta-
verse is aimed at protecting Meta’s biggest asset: the investment of its users in their own
regularly performed, painstakingly curated, socially networked identity. This everyday
currency definitely represented social media’s advantage over more aesthetically sophis-
ticated environments like Second Life, enabling people to connect serendipitously with
acquaintances and strangers around issues fraught and trivial alike, popularising
techno-social formats like the hashtag and the selfie in the process.

The above premise begs the question: if Meta cannot bring its users into the metaverse,
will it build a metaverse around them? And what kind of techno-social formats, creative
opportunities, and new forms of habituation to value extraction will emerge in the age of
metaverses?

To explore these issues, the paper zooms in on Meta and its investment in augmented
reality (AR) face filters. Promoted by commercial platforms such as Snapchat, Instagram,
and TikTok, face filters consist of relatively simple AR applications that are mostly used
to attach special effects to users’ faces in short videos, which are then shared on social
media. Users can select pre-made filters or even create their own, for example using
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Meta’s free proprietary software Spark AR Studio. Applications go from simple textures
to scripted interactions activated by gestures like opening one’s mouth, which can be
developed into relatively complex cinematic storytelling (Herrington, 2022, p. 304).

AR face filters bring together users, filter creators, and platforms as actors that play
different roles within a multi-sided ecosystem. From a user’s perspective, they build
on established social media dynamics, like taking selfies — journalists and scholars
have in fact often focused on AR face filter’s implications in terms of body image,
with ‘digitised dismorphia’ (Coy-Dibley, 2016) making them the most controversial fea-
ture on Instagram (Miller & Mclntyre, 2023). At the same time, a lot of attention has
gone to their potential for branding and marketing (Eugeni, 2022; Flavian et al., 2021),
also with critical implications in terms of user labour (Hawker & Carah, 2020).

From the perspective of filter creators, however, other scholars have emphasised the
artistic potential of filters within the wider realm of augmented reality art (Herrington,
2022), sometimes putting the format in dialogue with contemporary art trends and con-
cepts like relational aesthetics (Spartin & Desnoyers-Stewart, 2022). In this respect, what
is especially interesting within the scope of this paper is the role of artists as both infra-
structural agents and embedded critics. If users are the ones performing their selves for
the circulation of identity memes or branded content, artists participate in the prolifer-
ation of AR face filters as performative sub-interfaces to a wider ‘metainterface’ (Ander-
sen & Pold, 2018). Conceived in the context of media art critique and carrying an
inherently infrastructural focus on platforms, cities, and clouds, Andersen and Pold’s
concept refers to ‘a situation where the computer’s interface seemingly both becomes
omnipresent and invisible, and where it at once is embedded in everyday objects and
characterized by hidden exchanges of information between objects’ (2018, p. 5).
Embedded as they are within the seamless flow between social media interfaces, I
argue AR face filters are especially representative of the metainterface’s material ambiva-
lence: on one hand, they reinforce the idea that ‘contemporary platforms are built on a
reorganization of what one might call facial practices, and hence also of what a face is,
means, and does’ (Andersen & Pold, 2023, p. 170); on the other, since ‘artistic production
can be a material exploration of its own technological means of production’ (Andersen &
Pold, 2018, p. 78), they offer promising tools for artistic critique. This leads to more ques-
tions: what are the performative affordances nested in the sub-interfaces of AR face
filters, and can they liberate users’ facial practices? How do artists navigate their platform
environment, and perhaps maintain a critical position within and outside of it?

The next sections set out to explore the concepts and questions introduced above.
First, I situate AR face filters as a functional techno-cultural format within Meta’s infra-
structural vision. I emphasise both their continuity with the company’s extractive model
and their novel performative affordances. Then, I draw from interviews with four artists
— all of whom have engaged with AR face filters and share a reflexive attitude towards
their practice — to unpack how the critical character of new media art negotiates with
the platformed environment it is embedded in. The paper thus aims to contextualise
AR face filters within the wider context of platformisation and commodification of digital
identity, emphasising how user representation and aesthetic experimentation are crucial
in the engagement with and habituation to new emerging infrastructures like metaverses.
The intent is not to promote or demonise AR face filters per se, but to open up some
questions about their context and impact. Ultimately, I argue that AR face filters
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participate in Meta’s infrastructural vision for an actually existing metaverse, a middle
ground between the networked, sharing-driven dynamics of social media and the
more immersive, performative liveness of avatars, where users sandbox their identities
within familiar social media structures. In this respect, Meta’s investment in AR features
for Instagram and free distribution of Spark AR represent what we might call an artistic
turn of the company.

Towards an actually existing metaverse: meta’s artistic turn

Facebook’s continuous evolution and adaptation are historically exemplary in terms of
platformisation and infrastructuralisation (Helmond et al., 2019). Not only did the com-
pany spearhead the rise of social networks, it transformed the primarily anonymous
Internet of the 1990s and early 2000s to usher in an era of real names and ad-based mon-
opolies that remained relatively undisturbed until the 2018 Cambridge Analytica scandal.
Not long after that, in October 2021, founder Mark Zuckerberg announced the famed
rebrand from Facebook to Meta, steering the company decisively toward the futuristic
‘metaverse’. However, despite a big advantage in terms of user network and hardware
(Meta had already acquired Oculus to develop immersive headsets in 2014), Zuckerberg’s
metaverse journey has not been smooth. Meta was initially ridiculed for rolling out infa-
mous legless avatars on its Horizon virtual workspace, as well as failing to attract the
expected user numbers for Horizon Worlds, and has since begun investing in gaming
to attract users (Vanian, 2023). The move is in line with current industry trends: gaming
platforms like Fortnite and Roblox seem in fact to be the most attractive for metaverse
events, for example for fashion brands (Kniazeva et al., 2024; Mogaji et al., 2024), and
companies like Epic Games and Unity Technologies seem better placed to develop
their game engines into platforms for extended reality experiences of a broader nature
(Chia, 2022; Jungherr & Schlarb, 2022). However, Meta has also been pursuing alterna-
tive routes towards the metaverse.

Egliston and Carter (2022) offer a political-economic analysis of Meta’s infrastructural
ambitions by tracing the evolution of the company’s investment in its Reality Labs (RL)
division. They highlight three trajectories for RL’s growth: consolidation through the
acquisition of complementary firms, capturing and convening academics, policymakers,
and platform complementors through partnerships, and expansion through software
development kits and APIs for Oculus and Spark AR (2022, 3). For the purpose of
this paper, the role of Spark AR is especially relevant. Egliston and Carter explain in
fact how the software, largely centred on developing AR face filters used across Facebook,
Messenger, and Instagram, is also the catalyst for a partner network that operates as a
‘two-sided market’ between select creators and brands. The platform thus ‘allows the
‘self-service’ purchase of AR ads — which the company frames as a powerful form of
native advertising across its social platforms’ (2022, 11).

It is interesting to note how branded AR face filters in particular leverage users them-
selves as part of the advertising process, a phenomenon that is not limited to Meta’s plat-
forms. In this respect, Hawker and Carah (2020) have studied Snapchat’s targeting of
specific users for the adoption of sponsored filters as a new form of digital piecework.
By asking users to refine the targeting strategy of brands and adding value by tweaking
the presentation of brands for their audience, AR brand culture illustrates the ‘escalating
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operationalization of the participatory culture of social media’ (Hawker & Carah, 2020, p.
14). This process is even more crucial for Meta as the Internet transitions from social
media to metaverses and other platforms that support ownership of digital assets
(often described as web3). AR allows companies such as Meta and Snap to engender
new extractive infrastructures, for example by integrating face filters and non-fungible
tokens (NFTs) (Mehta, 2022), which users can already buy and sell through apps like
Filta. For platforms, the ‘persistence and scalability’ of AR face filters are thus important
to improve the ‘interoperability and immersion’ of the narrative interfaces of metaverses
(De la Fuente Prieto et al., 2022, p. 4). In other words, they can help Meta stitch together
its own ‘metainterface’. While Meta did not yet create an all-encompassing immersive
environment a la Snow Crash, or even a dominant video game engine capable of attract-
ing brands for its extended reality potential, its existing platforms are gradually enticing
their users into more visual, layered AR experiences — an actually existing metaverse built
on the solid foundation of the ‘old-fashioned” web 2.0. I use this term in reference to the
formula used by Soviet Marxists-Leninists and the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
(‘actually existing socialism’) to defend their system in discussions with those who high-
lighted how it differed from other ideological versions of socialism (Silber, 1994, p. vii).
In a similar way, albeit with diametrically opposed economic referents, a web3-ready,
augmented social media ecosystem feels like a transitory stage on the way to quasi-uto-
pian goals, perhaps a more feasible alternative to the not yet attractive immersive plat-
forms Meta has produced so far.

The convergence of brands, filter creators, and performing users enacted by AR face
filters seems to create the conditions for a renewed relevance of Facebook’s business
model and content policies in the age of metaverses. Facebook and Instagram have
been known to commodify user identities (Lim, 2020), as well as push participatory
‘engagement’ as normative social behaviour through a notoriously prescriptive attitude
(Docherty, 2020); in this respect, an interesting example to look at is the taxonomies
by which AR face filters have been organised on Instagram.

A screenshot from 2021 (Figure 1) shows users could choose between categories like
‘Events’ and ‘Causes’ - labels that seem to encourage engagement with real-world gath-
erings in public space, and even affiliation to political issues. Looking at screenshots from
2023 (Figure 2), it seems filter categories on the app have been shifting more towards
digital representations and environments (e.g., ‘Appearance’, ‘Aesthetic’, ‘Special
Effects’, ‘Games’). These taxonomies can hardly reflect the design and use of individual
filters, or even account for filter trends, however, the removal of ‘Events’ and ‘Causes’
suggests Meta is promoting a deeper engagement with aesthetic experimentation,
while discouraging politics — an approach that confirms Meta’s clearly stated de-priori-
tisation of political content on both Instagram and Threads (Continuing our Approach
to Political Content on Instagram and Threads, 2024).

The company’s attempt to be content-neutral has been an established corporate strat-
egy since Mark Zuckerberg’s infamous post-Cambridge Analytica US Congress testi-
mony, but I argue the move towards aesthetic experimentation represents an
innovation to Meta’s approach, which I call an artistic turn. The word ‘artistic’ is here
intended in two ways: the push towards a performative, artistic approach to online iden-
tity — supported by the performative sub-interfaces of filters, existing within Meta’s
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& Effect Gallery Q & Effect Gallery Q & World AR

Saved Following Instagram Selfic Events Fandom Causes Immersi
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Figure 2. Instagram’s AR face filter categories in 2023. Screenshot by the author.
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metainterfacial app ecosystem — and art practice as a social catalyst — an engine for com-
munity-making and the subsequent definition and accumulation of value(s).

In terms of both performativity and community, the idea that the digital folklore
bubbling up in online communities is inherently artistic is not new. Olga Goriunova
(2011, p. 7) coined the term ‘art platforms’ to describe a network platform that produces
art, even while engaging with practices that do not necessarily self-conceptualise as art,
and further explored the aesthetic ambivalence of creatively living online in a theoris-
ation of the ‘digital subjects’ produced by social media (Goriunova, 2019). Reflecting
on Amalia Ulman’s famous performance Excellences & Perfections, in which the artist
embodied a range of female tropes on her Instagram page to tell a story on and about
the popular platform, Goriunova highlights how these subjects complicate the relation-
ship between fact and fiction - in other words, the materiality of platformed data and an
artistic performance. While the platform may be the same, AR face filters represent per-
formative interfaces that are both aesthetically and technically sophisticated, which puts
them in closer dialogue with more tech-intensive traditions of media art. Artists working
critically with media have in fact often centred the face as a lively area of experimentation
for new ‘tactics of interfacing’ (Fedorova, 2020), and artist-led research on AR face filters
highlights how the format offers unprecedented opportunities for users and artists to
experiment with the performance of post-human identity through surrealism and rela-
tional aesthetics (Herrington, 2022; Spartin & Desnoyers-Stewart, 2022). To enact
those performative relations, however, face filter art needs platforms - after all, labels
like ‘Al art’ often refer to work that is already essentially ‘platform art’ (Zylinska,
2020, p. 75), and filter creators develop their artistic sub-interfaces through the tools
offered by social media companies like Meta and Snap. When it comes to AR face
filters, then, art platforms and platform art come together.

Beyond the aesthetic and technological qualities of AR face filters, there is also a social
element to the way they are presented as art. The artistic potential of filters has in fact
been encouraged by Meta itself, which explicitly invites artists to experiment with soft-
ware for filter creation and collaborates with art institutions like Tate Modern (Reality
Labs, 2019).

Meta’s patronage is nothing new: artist communities have always been at the forefront
of developing new uses for emergent technologies, but in recent years relatively abstruse
technical innovations like Non-Fungible Tokens (NFTs) and generative AI have led to a
perhaps unprecedented popularisation of art as a vector for social imagination. Phenom-
ena like the Bored Apes Yacht Club and Beeple’s rise to art superstardom renewed and
amplified discussions on the value of art and its gatekeepers, while the unleashing of Dall-
E, Stable Diftusion, and Midjourney sparked endless debates on what it means to be an
artist, who can claim to be one, and what that entails. These matters of creative imagin-
ation, community, and different forms of value are recurring issues among art scholars.
Most recently, in their discussion of blockchain-based Decentralised Autonomous
Organisations (DAOs) and the arts, Catlow and Rafferty (2022, p. 40) maintain that ‘glo-
bal artworlds provide one of the strongest social testbeds of the digital native generation’,
due to the intrinsic motivation of artists to address human and more-than-human
experience, to cooperate, break rules, find value, and question outmoded business
models. This inventive resourcefulness is facilitated by artists’ characteristic reliance
on friendly collaboration and not-necessarily-monetary value(s), coalescing around
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specific and disparate communities. Art can in fact be a highly divisive topic in terms of
taste, as its value ‘really matters to people as the exemplary vehicle for schismogenesis, the
strengthening of group identity by the creation of divisions and distinctions between one
culture and another’ (Catlow & Rafferty, 2022, p. 41). This cultural and social capital,
paired with art’s inherent ambiguity (detached from the thorny issue of accuracy,
which has brought Facebook, and then Meta, countless moderation headaches), rep-
resents a valuable asset to a company infamous for preying on user data and disrupting
the credibility and business models of the news industries. For these reasons, Meta’s artis-
tic turn seems extremely convenient to the company.

Performative (meta)interfaces: AR face filters as platform art

The framing outlined above invites more critical attention to the role and experience of
AR face filter creators as platform artists, as well as the platformed legacy of character-
istically tech-critical avant-garde art currents known (sometimes controversially) as
‘media art’ or ‘new media art’. To explore this in the context of Meta’s artistic turn,
the following sections draw from interviews with four artists who have engaged with
AR face filters from different perspectives, covering a spectrum of critical positions
and entanglements across art worlds. While they identify differently with the word ‘artist’
or ‘new media artist’, all four interviewees were chosen because they share a reflexive
approach to working with art and technology in different capacities and contexts (tech
industry, higher education, creative industries) and combine their practice with a theor-
etical/critical output. While not all artists engage primarily with Meta’s platforms when it
comes to AR face filters, their perspective is still invaluable as it factors in different plat-
form approaches to the format.

Jeremy Bailey is a new media artist and pioneer of AR in artistic contexts. Inspired by
1970s feminist and queer video art, he started exploring the possibilities of real-time by
using video scripting software for artists, which eventually led to a range of performances
at new media festivals and venues where he enacts his persona, ‘famous new media artist’
Jeremy Bailey. The moniker is a tongue-in-cheek reference to the mainstreaming of Sili-
con Valley speak, which, a lot like artistic movements, relies on manifestos and mission
statements. Bailey’s work operates structural critiques to both the art system and the tech
industry, engaging with technologies that range from browser plug-ins to NFTs. In terms
of AR face filters, Bailey has experimented with both Snap and Spark AR software in pro-
jects of different kinds, including collaborations with artists from younger generations.

Jessica Herrington is a creative technologist who combines a freelance career with art
practice. Originally trained as an artist, she obtained a PhD in computational neuro-
science applied to visual perception and texture perception, and is now a researcher at
the School of Cybernetics at the Australian National University. Herrington was included
in Meta’s selective partner programme and has also written a paper about face filters as
augmented reality art, which explores the immersive and narrative potential of the for-
mat to transform the experience of social media (Herrington, 2022).

Lark Spartin identifies as a new media artist with a background in media studies.
While her practice encompasses a range of media, Spartin has not only produced numer-
ous AR face filters for Instagram, but also written about the format in a paper about the
renewed relevance of relational aesthetics (Spartin & Desnoyers-Stewart, 2022).
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Leo Selvaggio is inspired by new media artists like Adam Harvey and Zach Blas, as well
as feminist performers like Cindy Sherman, and creates work that engages public space as
well as social media. Selvaggio’s Apologize to America (2021), his most famous project
engaging with AR face filters, does not use Spark AR, but it represents an important
counterpoint to Instagram’s circulation dynamics and a strong link to the subversive
embeddedness of ‘tactical media’ (Garcia & Lovink, 1997).

The next sub-sections explore three thematic levels: augmented (dis)identification,
changing role of artists, and institutional/platform critique. This structure aims to zoom
out from the performative affordance of individual filters to the infrastructural value
of platform art communities and the more systemic contradictions of art worlds, as
they evolve into the platform age.

Augmented (dis)identification: escapism, queerness, and distributed
identity

Following the traditions of feminist and queer performance/video art, the artists inter-
viewed often tap into the fictional potential of digital subjects to de-essentialise identity
categories. Identity is interrogated in terms of visibility, but also relationality — intended
as establishing a critical relationship with platform cultures and networked publics. This
is resonant with José Esteban Mufoz’s theory of disidentification, which discusses difter-
ent ways queer performers of colour negotiate multiple identities as a survival strategy in
hostile cultural environments, often embodying different conflicting stereotypes and
even oppressive identities. Framed as both a process of production and mode of perform-
ance (Muioz, 1999, p. 25), disidentification is a fitting attitude towards the data deter-
minism and commodified creativity promoted by social media platforms, with the
added bonus (or complication) that its subversive embodiment can also be directly trans-
ferred mimetically to other users. In the context of Instagram, in fact, the identity politics
of platformed visibility are met by the performance of identity as both negated and dis-
tributed as a disposable prosthesis.

Visibility is interrogated firstly by making a filter available and choosing a platformed
context for its circulation. For example, in his Whitesimple' project (Figure 3), Jeremy
Bailey parodies solutionist Silicon Valley rhetoric to deconstruct white privilege, enabling
users to ‘become part of the solution” by wearing Snap-powered monetisable filters that

Get Curious

arn to vocalize your ignorance.

Figure 3. Screenshot from Whitesimple.xyz.
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enable them to stop talking, measure their deservingness, or vocalise their ignorance (e.g.,
by attaching a privilege metre or ‘mute’ icon onto their mouth). For Bailey, who is used to
performing as the object of his own satire, making his AR filters available for others to
perform was a hard jump to make; however, the satirical punch of Whitesimple is a lot
stronger when the filters are embedded within the performative social media context
they are criticising. Another project, PAC Beauty’, realised in collaboration with
Heran Genene and a diverse range of artists (SHAWNE MICHAELAIN HOLLOWAY,
allapopp, [{'"CIBELLE"(CAVALLI}BASTOS)], Dillea Himbara, B, garconnnne),
addresses the issue of filter dysmorphia and trans identity. Bailey was surprised to find
his collaborators wanted to use Instagram for visibility, while at the same time a lot of
the filters were aimed at hiding the face (see for example NoFace Face by allapopp, in
Figure 4).

JB: It was interesting to see that queer identity might be one that erases identity or masks
identity. There’s obviously a lot of pressure to manage that online persona that we
now associate with Andy Warhol’s 15 minutes of fame, but the people are feeling a
tremendous pressure to hide. I don’t think we would have predicted that in the Inter-
net era of 1999 when, you know, that was hyped up in media like ‘get on the Internet,
anyone has a voice’.

Since Instagram remains the chosen platform for many artists in terms of visibility, it is
crucial to unpack the relational implications of publishing AR face filters within its eco-
system. Lark Spartin has a focus on what she terms ‘digital relationality’ (Spartin & Des-
noyers-Stewart, 2022), a reflexive approach to social media that encompasses Cindy
Sherman-esque satire, glitch aesthetics (inspired in part by the poor performance of
Spark AR, which she describes as the loser when it comes to AR functionality), and
other explorations of Meta’s app ecosystem. Some of her filters have a straightforward
parodic tone (CONFESSIONS <3, Figure 5), while others enable users to disidentify
from their own likeness with a chosen texture, sourced from media on their own
phone (blank slate, SHELLOFAHUMAN, Figure 5).

Figure 4. NoFace Face by allapopp for PAC Beauty.
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Figure 5. AR face filters by Lark Spartin: CONFESSIONS <3, blank slate, SHELLOFAHUMAN (currently
unpublished, included courtesy of the artist).

This function has a collaborative connotation as well as a feminist undertone, as it
encourages users to reclaim their own representation. More materially, it is also a provo-
cation in relation to Meta’s content moderation standards.

LS: It’s giving the user more agency. You need to upload your filters and get them
approved by Meta, but if you take it outside of that context and you allow the user
to upload something from their local storage, there’s less of that censorship process
that it has to go through.

Spartin has not tested how far Meta’s scrutiny goes in terms of posting particularly bor-
derline material, but in this respect, it is interesting to learn Spark AR gives filter creators
a rather limited insight into the interaction metrics of their own filters (mostly opens,
shares, and screen captures). While Meta is likely to have more granular data points
(especially for branded filters), this data-safe approach on the filter creators’ side reflects
Meta’s approach as a post-Cambridge Analytica company, one that notably announced it
would stop using facial recognition and delete its biometric database in 2021 (O’Brien &
Ortutay, 2021). In terms of datafication, however, it is conceivable the motion-activated
interactions used in many filters (e.g., opening one’s mouth to activate an effect) might
build towards different forms of capture, possibly oriented towards sentiment mapping
of user engagement.

Beyond issues of surveillance (always known to inspire new media artists), the own-
ership of one’s face and the implications of it being distributed are another focus of AR
face filter artists. Leo Selvaggio has written about using his own identity as a ‘container or
conduit for some external purpose’, a ‘prosthesis’ (Selvaggio, 2018, p. 4).

In Apologize to America® (2021), Selvaggio applied these ideas to the format of AR face
filters and created a Snap-powered filter to enable people to channel former US President
Donald Trump and make him apologise for his actions (Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Leo Selvaggio, Apologize to America (2021), project website.

LS:  The four years that he was in the presidency, I was destroyed. All of my communities —
being Colombian-American, being queer — were under attack during those four years.
I felt he owed all of us an apology and reparations, if that’s even possible. And I also
realized that I was fantasizing about something that could never happen unless I made
it happen, somehow. So I thought, well, I know how to make AR face filters. And there
is something so powerful in the action of apology that I thought it could be a really
cathartic thing.

Participants were thus able to identify with Trump in a theatrical, rather than deepfake-
realistic way, and then disidentify from his public persona by performing their masked
apology. As the piece demonstrates, the performative potential of AR face filters enables
the creation of personas and masks to conceal or transfer identity, but also channel dis-
tributed, collective identities. This concerns users as performers, but also the artists
themselves as they navigate different roles.

Changing role of artists: from early-adopters to platform-makers

The platformed nature of AR filter art makes access to the format very broad, with the
result that AR face filter art does not necessarily align with any one set of values or sty-
listic labels (as good as those can be to begin with). In fact, it stitches together different
‘art worlds’ (Becker, 1982), beyond the constellation of artists, institutions, festivals, and
galleries that make up ‘new media art’ (Quaranta, 2013). One thing the artists using the
format have in common, however, is that their dependence on technology and the pro-
duction of often ‘immaterial’ outputs makes them reliant on a ‘day job’, which is usually
tech-related. For this reason, they are often early adopters of technology on the consumer
side, or even invited beta testers.
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For example, Bailey emphasises how breakthroughs in his artistic AR output came
from both artists-academics like Kyle McDonald (creator of Face OSC and Open
Sound Control, a communication protocol between computers and other devices that
enabled them to access coordinates for facial features) and consumer products like the
Microsoft Kinect. The product enabled Bailey to finally build a digital suit to perform
with an augmented layer over his body, which is why he compares it to the Sony Porta-
pak, a battery-powered, self-contained video tape analogue recording system that was a
best-seller among artists, thus sparking the video art revolution.

The arrival of new platform technologies for AR like Snap and Spark AR also
involved artists as early adopters and directly recruited developers. The latter feeds
into the ambivalent professionalisation dynamics of media art: on one hand, its cul-
tural relevance enables access to the industry, on the other the varied nature of the
work and its artistic status leads to some identity juggling. For Bailey, ownership of
the work is crucial.

JB:  Back in 2018 or so, Instagram approached me to come and work with them to build
filters as a function of the application, because I had a video where I turned my wife
into a unicorn, or something like that. And they’re like: ‘We imagine a world where
everyone is a unicorn, you could come and work on that with us’. And it didn’t
work out, because they said they would own all my intellectual property. But they
ended up being inspired by what me and other artists were doing.

5. Draw Jelly @-228w. -

Figure 7. Draw with Jelly filter by Jess Herrington.
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For Jessica Herrington, platformed AR is a useful tool, and it adds value differently
depending on context. For example, Draw With Jelly is a popular Instagram filter she
designed that flips the camera away from the user’s face, turning it into a virtual brush
to create 3D drawings and fantastical landscapes by moving one’s phone around (Figure
7). In this case, the filter is the social media evolution of Matter, a previous mobile app
experience she originally conceived and designed for a gallery setting.

JH: The difference is that Instagram as a platform is something that people are used to
using and sharing. Compared to a standard gallery show, my work on social media
platforms has had millions of views and millions of people using it, sharing this
experience. Another thing to consider is that building an AR experience for social
media platforms is a lot easier, but technically there’s less that you can do. For
some artists, censorship of creative work on digital platforms is an issue, as is control
of the context of the work. Not every artwork needs to be shared widely - some works
might require a smaller, more personal audience.

Context is here not just a matter of artistic poetics, but also different professional
capacities.

After moving from a full-time job in a creative technology team for a large company to
freelancing, Herrington is wearing different hats and working across art worlds (and
beyond, thanks to her neuroscience research). Work is varied - collaborating with inde-
pendent filmmakers on immersive VR experiences, making realistic AR filters to reflect
an actual product for a beauty client, partnering with an art gallery or institution for an
immersive experience — but so is the degree of authorship and recognition involved.

JH: Sometimes clients want to partner with me as a creative where I'm very visible in
terms of how an experience is rolled out. And then other times I'm operating solely
as a developer, and working in the background, putting it together.

The necessarily collaborative nature of working with what can be highly technically
specialised work, as well as the reputation factor at play in creative circles, is thus very
characteristic of the AR face filter ecosystem. This, however, comes with the precarity
and contradictions that characterise artistic work, a condition that is facilitated by its
platform environment. For Jeremy Bailey, the issue of artist labour is quite critical.

JB: In my artistic practice, I founded an accelerator for artists, which started out satiri-
cally. But then I discovered that artists could make a greater contribution to the
world and earn money. And I was like, okay, well, sometimes it’s not enough just
to highlight the problem. Sometimes I'm interested in being part of the solution as
well. But the truth is, the average artist makes less than $10,000 a year, which
makes artists the most highly educated while also among the most precarious demo-
graphics on the planet. Historically, if you look at who’s benefited from that, it’s been
the upper echelons of society, the bourgeoisie or the church. But nowadays it’s the
platform companies. The artist has become the content engine for their advertising
network. And so a lot of my energy goes towards helping artists build their own
platforms.

In this respect, Bailey has tackled the theme of NFTs in a collaborative project called
OpenAR”, an initiative launched in collaboration with Panke Gallery in Berlin. The
goal was to discuss possible formats for a platform to present, collect, and archive AR
works. The theme resonates with Bailey’s ongoing interest in experimenting with
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different commodity forms, something he expects to see more and more artists engage
with in the future. While promising in terms of artistic experimentation, Bailey also
believes this area of creative research might also spin off into a yuppie movement - a con-
sideration that echoes other critical perspectives on infrastructures and artistic commu-
nities, for example Catlow and Rafferty’s argument that NFTs have taken precedence
over the development of artworks that focus on ‘economic relational aesthetics and
more flexible community focused governance tools’ (Catlow & Rafferty, 2022, p. 34).

Overall, then, artists serve an infrastructural role in terms of commercial demand and
development of cultural trends for emergent technologies like AR filters, while they also
gain marketable skills in niche commercial fields that allow them to survive in a hyper-
competitive market. As I discuss next, this symbiotic relationship makes the issue of cri-
tique more complicated.

Institutional/platform critique: tactical embeddedness

While the performative character and visual aesthetics of AR filter art often have playful
tones, the element of critique is key to the tradition of both video art and new media art.
On one hand, AR face filter art is inherently platformed and thus infrastructurally
‘embedded’ within a proprietary, capitalistic environment, which makes it a compromise
compared to the smaller-scale, custom-made systems created by tech-savvy artists for
specific exhibitions or online experiences. On the other, exponential circulation allows
filters to tap into the guerrilla potential of ‘tactical media’ (Garcia & Lovink, 1997).

This line of thought directly informs Selvaggio’s Apologize to America (2021), a piece
that directly references the Yes Men - a culture-jamming activist group, most famous for
impersonating a Dow Chemical representative and staging an unauthorised apology on
behalf of the company for the Bhopal disaster on TV. Selvaggio’s Donald Trump AR
mask was conceived in a similar tone, but his approach to the platform was more con-
tained. The artist decided to use Snapchat’s software for its accessibility, but the partici-
pants were recruited through the exhibition venue’s mailing list and a Google Form, with
particular attention to anonymity.

Despite his resistance to engaging directly with the circulatory dynamics of social
media, which he has only recently started to experiment with, Selvaggio sees them as
great in terms of their tactical potential.

LS: Ibelieve social media have a profound potential for tactical media. I know when we’re
using tactical media, we’re probably using it kind of like in the new media art sense of
the Yes Men, or something like that. But I would say that all of the media that’s going
on right now about what’s happening on the Gaza Strip, you know, all of the protest
media that Black Lives Matter has put out, all of that is tactical media in many
respects. You know, it’s there to undermine the system.

Ultimately, despite the loss of hands-on control and the dispersive nature of social media
trends, Bailey is also, overall, optimistic.

JB:  Inthe 1970s, everyone getting access to a video camera led to a cable access movement
that led to more communities and more voices in cinema and television. So I don’t
think it’s a negative. I would always be on the side of enabling access to more people.
Obviously, when you get more people, you get less nerds. But you get new experiments
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and new expression that you didn’t expect, which then, you know, repeats the cycle.
And I would assume if I was in school right now, I would be really interested in the
topic of filter dismorphia. So the criticality or the number of people talking about these
things critically is way higher. When I started, no one even understood what I was
doing.

Artists like Herrington and Spartin, who come from a younger generation, also see conti-
nuity with the inescapable ambiguity of institutions - from galleries and museums to plat-
forms - and opportunity in the affordances of AR art. They also recognise the need for
critical perspectives on the format of AR face filters, and the role of artists in shaping its
future direction. For Spartin, digital relationality ‘can free individuals from viewing technol-
ogy through a utilitarian, user-experience lens where comfort and transparency is prioritised
over antagonism and relational reflexivity’ (Spartin & Desnoyers-Stewart, 2022, p. 157). For
Herrington, ‘[a]rtists will be crucial in shaping augmented reality online and ensuring it
becomes a tool to benefit society and communities’ (Herrington, 2022, p. 308).

Conclusion

This paper has explored the infrastructural role of AR face filters as a strategic element of
Meta’s artistic turn towards an actually existing metaverse. In particular, I have empha-
sised the role of artists as both infrastructural agents and embedded critics in Meta’s
multi-platform ‘metainterface’ (Andersen & Pold, 2018). This exploration allows a few
final considerations.

The first consideration is a hypothesis on the motivations for the aforementioned artistic
turn. Meta’s investment in platform art might benefit, at least partially, from art’s inherent
ambiguity, which is arguably safer for the company than the factual accountability of news
that tainted the legacy of the late Facebook. In this respect, the shifting taxonomy for Insta-
gram filters (referenced in Figures 1 and 2) confirms Meta’s overall de-prioritisation of
politics across platforms, suggesting a sinister neutralisation of public debate. An actually
existing metaverse predicated on augmented social media infrastructures might thus
merely be a way for platform companies to provide new metrics of embodied interaction,
flashier ads, and prolonged cultural relevance against competition.

The second consideration, however, is on the performative agency of digital subjects
in this platformed predicament. As discussed above, artists working with disidentifica-
tion and distributed identity might help unpack the representational potential for richer
forms of social imagination already opened up by social media, highlighting the blind
spots of augmentation or pushing it into overdrive. This will, inevitably, also depend
on the actions of the ‘filtered’ masses — after all, as sub-interfaces, AR face filters are
not quite yet content, and as such lend themselves to interactional ambiguity. As the ulti-
mate content creators, how will platform users embrace, appropriate, and misinterpret
the performative scripts laid down by filter designers? Wrapped in tactical textures,
the movements of the (social) bodies gathering in front of the camera are already
finding new boldness beyond the stale communicative promises of textual status updates
or photoshopped selfies, and perhaps they will channel cathartic embodiments or decep-
tive brandings that will engender the next platformed political or cultural movement - or,
at the very least, the next generation of memetic trends.



INFORMATION, COMMUNICATION & SOCIETY 17

The third and final consideration is the infrastructural role of artists and their depen-
dence on platform technology and ecosystems. As explored in my interviews, artists
choose which software to use, in which context, and — due to both the social character
of art worlds and their precarious professionalisation dynamics - link different art worlds
with tech and science milieus. Significantly, artistic deployment of face filters outside of
platforms contributes to the versatility and adaptability of the format, establishing fam-
iliarity with augmentation in public space and stitching together the seamlessness of
meta-interfacial continuity - the actually existing metaverse. In other words, artists pro-
vide the creative articulation necessary to maintain the AR face filter format relevant
across different contexts and environments, putting the ‘meta’ in ‘metaverse’. While
this infrastructural role is in line with the historical status of media artists as early adop-
ters of new technologies, the social dynamics of Meta’s platforms also generate new affor-
dances (wider access, easy setup) and restrictions (dependence on Meta’s moderation
system, analytics, technical limits), demanding more material entanglement with its
socio-technical boundaries. In this respect, these interviews demonstrate Meta’s advan-
tage in engaging artists in the development of filters for its platforms through Spark AR
lies in its accessibility to users, rather than technical performance. In some cases, aware-
ness of this forceful embeddedness is leveraged by leaning into glitch aesthetics (Spartin)
or setting out to create new techno-social platforms, even while maintaining links to
Meta’s environment (Bailey’s collaborative PAC Beauty project). Overall, beyond their
work on AR face filters per se, these artists might engage in a type of ‘critical technical
practice’ (Agre, 1997) that works with and on platformed applications of augmented rea-
lity, demonstrating social awareness and affective sensibility. Their practice might not be
materially influent enough to reform platformed facial practices from within, but explor-
ing their perspectives might contribute to create more conscious users and ‘critical tech-
nical cultures’ (Dieter, 2024), in contrast with the empowering rhetoric and asymmetrical
partnerships of Meta’s ‘cynical technical practice’ (Hind & Seitz, 2024).

Finally, this admittedly partial review of AR face filters as platform art aims at gener-
ating future research trajectories. On one hand, platform scholars could explore the tech-
nical affordances of AR face filters in more detail, evaluating their current and projected
impact on Meta’s data economy as well as the experience and agency of users. On the
other, media art critics could delve deeper into their poetics, carrying out a more
thorough review of their themes and politics.

Notes

https://www.whitesimple.xyz/

https://www.pacbeauty.xyz/about.html
https://sites.google.com/view/apologize-to-america/home?authuser=0
https://www.panke.gallery/exhibition/openar/
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