Pixelisation, Digitalisation, Financialization

When | started living in Bangkok again six months ago, | found that online-shop-
ping had become a norm. The most interesting part of e-commerce in Thailand is how dig-
ital images of merchandise are overly altered and enhanced, so much so that sellers often
receive complaints from customers. Consumers complain that the items they receive are
not true to size, or that the colour of the items are slightly different from that of the digital
image. This scenario implies that we are living in an historical moment where distinction
between reality and virtual reality vanishes, and everyone is starting to take digital images
as true representations of reality. In a bigger scale, it means that information has replaced
facts, which allows justice to be based on groundless lies, rumours, fake news, and con-
spiracy theories. Angkrit Ajchariyasophon is also skeptical about the condition of “reality”
in contemporary society; especially in the context Thailand's post-2014 coup d'état, in
which the military government is attempting to encourage economic growth while freez-
ing the development of democracy. For example, it is doing so by advocating digital econ-
omy while simultaneously monitoring political expression on the Internet. Angkrit created
his new series of work, entitled Shades of Red, as a question to our current condition with
quite a simple but effective technique. The artist chose to pixelate an image of a100 baht
banknote into a raster graphics image. Then, the image of monochrome red with a 500
pixel resolution was divided into 500 individual prints that will be exhibited in a continu-
ous row. Simple as it sounds, this series of digital prints embodies the dramatic develop-
ment of Thailand’s economy in the era of “Thailand 4.0" In this new era, the government
has close ties with financial institutions, and understands digital technology as more of a
threat to its power than an opportunity for its citizens.

The pixelation in this series is reminiscent of another form of digital manipulation,
what is known as pixelization. Pixelization is a standard technique used for the censorship
of digital media, itis a blurring effect achieved by pixelating all or portions of a still or mov-
ing image. Pixelization indicates that the censored image might be copyrighted, secret,
improper, or too violence for the public. In any case, it signifies an inability for the audience
to see the content of all or some of the image. At the same time pixelation, in a broader
sense, can refer to a common technique in digitizing visual material by converting it into a
digital file. This technology is being widely used by museum and art institutions to archive
paintings, photography and historical records. On the one hand, this technology gives priv-
ilege to the institution in terms of restoration and distribution rights. Visual material is
preserved eternally without fading or decaying, and the artwork’s digital reproduction can
be circulated widely in cyberspace. On the other hand, digitized artwork also loses the
"aura” that comes with its materiality, such as a sense of touch, dimension, direction, and
smell. Without these material elements, the digital image is sterilized, which is a funda-
mental characteristic of the pixelated image. Nonetheless, in choosing to digitize an image
of a Thai banknote, Angkrit has added another dimension to the technique.
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Shades of Red reduces the power of money into abstraction by pixelation. This
series reminds us of financialisation, which is the process by which exchange is facilitat-
ed through the intermediation of financial institution. According to Italian media theo-
rist Franco Berardi, financialisation is an economic process in semiocapitalism, in which
valorization (the definition and addition of value) happens through speculation. This is
distinct from earlier forms of capitalism, in which valorization was based on production
and exchange. In order for semiocapitalism to speculate, financialisation shifts the fo-
cus of valorization from the production and exchange of material onto the exchange of
signs and information. This sign-based valorization occurs before anything is actually
materialized, or produced. Valorization in semiocapitalism can, therefore happen virtual-
ly, without relying on the production and exchange of goods in reality. By pixelating a 100
baht banknote, Angkrit's work is demonstrating the moment in which the materiality of
money converts into a pure sign. This action is more complex than the process of digitiz-
ing a simple artwork. Moreover, it also indicates that the abstraction of money does not
render its function as a representation of power obsoleted. On the contrary, it has taken
another form that is harder to grasp.

Sarinee Achavanuntakul, one of the leading critics of digital technology in
Thailand, has pointed out that the junta government's “Digital Economy and Society De-
velopment Plan,” which was announced on January 6th, 2015, is not a sincere attempt to
encourage economic growth. This is because the government passed the Cyber Security
Protection Act at the same time. This new legislation could potentially abuse the digital
privacy rights of Internet users in the country by granting more ability to state officers in
policing and engaging in network surveillance. At the same time, the Act allows the gov-
ernment to be less transparent in its surveillance activities because of its juridical person
status. However, the digital economy plan is not the only campaign that the  junta
has pushed forward. A vear later, The Ministry of Finance, The Bank of Thailand and
The Thai Bankers Association launched Promptpay, an electronic funds transfer system
that would link the user’s account with one's National Identity Number or mobile phone
number. Promptpay attempts to encourage e-commerce activity by replacing hard to
remember bank account numbers with numbers more familiar to consumers. Nonethe-
less, critics have been worried that the campaign was tailored to reduce the informal
economy and tax evasion. In other words, it was created to optimise transaction surveil-
lance. In short, Promptpay is one of the government's strategic plans of financialization
through its alliance with financial institutions. This government, which struggles to pro-
mote economic growth through international relations, therefore has tried to optimise
its ability to monitor private transactions to ensure that it can fully collect tax money. The
digitalisation of money is one of the processes by which citizens' activities become more
visible to the state while the exercise of state power becomes less and less visible to the
people. While at this point, use of Promptpay is voluntary, no one knows if it will become
mandatory in the future, which the government could implement without notice. This is
the type of violent dictatorial financialisation that Thailand is facing.
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Of course, Thailand is not the only country in Asia that rigorously pushes digital finan-
cialisation as a new technology of surveillance and governmentality. On November
8th, 2016, Narendra Modi, the prime minister of India, announced the demonetization
of all 500 and 1,000 rupee banknotes. He claimed that the action would cut short
the use of black money in the market, as well as reduce tax evasion, and corruption.
Also, he noted that it was the first step in leading Indians to electronic transactions.
The citizens were given fifty days to exchange their banknotes to the new 500 and
2,000 rupee banknotes at banks and post offices, but the government also limited
the distribution of new banknotes (2,000 rupees per person, per day). The withdraw
of new banknotes from ATMs was also restricted. With this radical change, the gov-
ernment attempted to gain a higher level of control over banknotes circulating in the
economy. Nonetheless, it should be underlined that the demonetization of banknotes
did not affect the number of electronic transactions, which were being used by only a
small number of citizens. Conversely, it resulted in a surge in digital payments, up to a
300% increase. Furthermore, the shortage of banknotes also increased inequality be-
cause electronic transactions exclude rural area and poor people, who have no means
to access commercial banks and internet services. Small businesses also had a hard
time managing their cash flow and paying their day-laborers. Taking into account this
example from India, the digital financialisation of the economy in Thailand should be
viewed with caution. The question is: How can artistic practice critically contribute to
these socio-economic changes?

The dematerialisation of money is the loss of visual representation of state
power that is maintained by the circulation of cash. It implies the degeneration of
imagined communities that are originally bound by print capitalism. The abstraction
of money does not mean that the visual representation of nationhood is dissolved.
Rather, our societies are entering a post-representation era—a reality that is not only
captured, but also automatically edited and distorted, by technology. If a 100 baht
banknote is a representation of Thai governmental power and its economy, the pixel
prints in Shades of Red are the manifestation of its financial abstraction by digitalisa-
tion. The semiotised image of a banknote is being rematerialised in the form of art.
Thus, this exhibition of pixelated images of money shows the audience its inability to
visualize money and its circulation in the current form of economy. The work reminds
us of our inability to grasp the reality of economy itself while we are being increasingly
surveilled.

Imagining myself standing in Angkrit's exhibition, surrounded by monochrome
prints, | am inspired to speak out against the dematerialisation of money in the econo-
my—a process of oppression that is being monopolised by statesmen, financial insti-
tution, and investors. At least, however, this series of work demonstrates that “digital
economy” cannot reduce creativity and aesthetic quality into mere numbers for spec-
ulation. This is because semiocapitalism lacks sensuality,
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the ability to feel emotion and connection with others. In other words, it means
that artistic production has become a possible means to critique financial ab-
straction by materializing its procedure. Old techniques of image production are
decaying alongside with the value of materiality and previous forms of capital-
ism. In this very moment in time, when reality has become more abstract, we
need art that, through its very methodology, can question this new complexity.

Vipash Purichanont

Franco "Bifo" Berardi, The Uprising: On Poetry and Finance (Los Angles, CA: semiotext(e), 2012): 103-104.

Sarinee Achavanuntakul, “Satarkitdigital” perkrai? Auntrary kong chutkotmaizaiber” ["Digital Economy” for whom?: Danger of Cyber laws]
Digital Future: Anakotsatarkit karnmuang wattatammainaiyukdigital [Digital Future: Future of Economy, Politics, and New Culture in
Digital Era (Bangkok: Open World, 2015): 131-135.

Bank of Thailand, “Promptpaydeedaywannee krasungkarnkrang thanakarnhangpratedthai samakomthanakarnthai pedhaiborikarn-
promppayyangpentangkarn kaosamkarnsukarnprickchomrabobchamrangyenthai” [Promptpay today: Ministry of Finance, Bank of Thai-

land and The Thai Bankers officially open the service. A big step toward reinventing Thai financial transaction system.] Bank of Thailand.
https:/www.bot.or.th/Thai/PaymentSystems/PSServices/PromptPay/Documents/NewsReleasePromptPayLaunching _TH.pdf

Pete Pongpipatthana , Haiyanadansetthakitkrangmaikongthai [Thailand's New Economic Disaster] Prachatai. July 5, 2016. http:/pracha-
tai.com/journal/2016/09/67771; MGR Online, “Promptpay’ Antraraykwa Single Gateway rabobkarnngyenlomplalary ‘Rathabarn’ pandai
I" ["Promptpay” is more dangerous that Single Gateway. Financial system can collapse as well as the “government”!] Manager Online. July
7,2016. http:/www.manager.co.th/Home/ViewNews.aspx?News|D=9590000067510.

The Editorial Board, “The Cost of India's Man-Made Currency Crisis,” The New York Times, January 9, 2017. Accessed March 7, 2017.
https:/www.nytimes.com/2017/01/09/opinion/the-cost-of-indias-man-made-currency-crisis.html?_r=1.

Agence France-Presse, “India cash crisis: 100,000 villages promised electronic payment machines,” The Guardian, December 9, 2016.
Accessed March 7, 2017. https:/www.theguardian.com/world/2016/dec/09/india-cash-crisis-100000-villages-promised-electron-
ic-payment-machines

| am referring to the concept of Post-Representation by Hito Steyerl, artist and theorist. Read more in: Marvin Jordan, Interview Hito
Steyerl, “Politics of Post-Representation,” DIS Magazine, Accessed March 7, 2017. http:/dismagazine.com/disillusioned-2/62143/hi-
to-steyerl-politics-of-post-representation/.

Berardi, “Cognitarian Subjectivation,"e-flux Journal (No.20, November 2010): http:/www.e-flux.com/journal/20/67633/cognitarian-sub-
jectivation/.

inlenesdiunmdsannisandnliannsaneasivananansall iesantanaesdny ey utias
dl 1 ° VG| a :,/ 1= s =] aa 3| =R A

ynedregniinliidunisRuiulifiensuniannidn SacudunyedRagnaviaalunisiiesuss
\AEgRATNetNIueLiuN1syNIIRTedanun1sRu Tnawmy wazn1afy nensaiuduaNAndd
Haguzesdang il lienaaziag A umasNanIsAEgRangeInLazA iUy dazidn
nnTuFen  aanutaluansliiviudietnaleepngiananantd  ldsunnaaneunmAiAy
a 9 D3 D) S o > = o A o = o =

Anainaivassdlinaraiduiesiuarld  wleuiuinianiafgnenaiunazatuayuiieansy
prNatssnlunafianiile  luleananufalzaesdanguainnsarinlidondeundunisafininms
wlttnenAEgiaresdy  auAnd1luantaziiaqiiuiinasilesuuunInianaunuindsindsgnyinli
wsesnisAalznaieaninannsalunisinindiansalaning

Wuwusssumenis  “Usesnas”

0
o

AN BB ULNAIN N LA AN T9lENTELUNTREAAURINANARANa] Han LA nuRAeLTly
nresratzindungllFess nieniuauduinguasyuiisnwuudass
AN LITNUUA

Franco “Bifo” Berardi, The Uprising: On Poetry and Finance (Los Angles, CA: semiotext(e), 2012): 103-104.

anel e1gaiunna, “iirgianara” elas?: dunmeresganguaneloiues” Digital Future: auanwAsgia nailes damsssnlndluge
fania (ngann: Touwuiasa, w.A. 2558): 131-135.

sunAsusslszinalng, “wianmdAingTuil nsensaanisads sunAsusisdszmalng annansunAnsing Walisniswenmdasnadu
nnams fadnAtygnisnantanszuudisslulng” swiasusisilszmalne. - htps:/www.bot.or.th/Thai/PaymentSystems/PSServices/
PromptPay/Documents/NewsReleasePromptPaylLaunching_TH.pdf.

WE WIS, “menzdudssgianisludaeding Uszanln. nsngnan 5, w.a. 2559. http://prachatai.com/journal/2016/09/67771;
MGR Online, ““w¥anine” ums1enda Single Gateway szULNsRUANAzAE “Fguna” Waldl” gamniseauld, nangnan 7, w.a. 2559.
http://www.manager.co.th/Home/ViewNews.aspx?News|D=9590000067510.

The Editorial Board, “The Cost of India’'s Man-Made Currency Crisis,” The New York Times, January 9, 2017. Accessed March 7, 2017.

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/09/opinion/the-cost-of-indias-man-made-currency-crisis.html?_r=1.

Pankaj Doval, “Digital payments soar by up to 300% after demonetisation,” The Times of India, December 10, 2016. Accessed March
7, 2017. http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/business/india-business/Digital-payments-soar-by-up-to-300-after-demonetisation/article-
show/55902284.cms.

Agence France-Presse, “India cash crisis: 100,000 villages promised electronic payment machines,” The Guardian, December 9, 2016.
Accessed March 7, 2017. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/dec/09/india-cash-crisis-100000-villages-promised-electronic-pay-

ment-machines

ungeianuIAnFemsIMsuanunUAINAstiuLazinn e Hito Steyerl ewduninizesselilu: Marvin Jordan, Interview Hito
Steyerl, “Politics of Post-Representation,” DIS Magazine, Accessed March 7, 2017. http://dismagazine.com/disillusioned-2/62143/hito-st-

eyerl-politics-of-post-representation/.



