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Guest Lecture
“The Best Sense-Organs That Money Can Buy”. Deep Neural Networks as Image-Making Machines

Dr. Fabian Offert Friedrich-Alexander-Universitat Erlangen-Nurnberg, Germany | UC Santa Barbara, USA
Respondent: Dr. Zef Segal, The Open University

Deep neural networks have become one of the most commonly used machine learning tools. Their ubiquity,
however, has also given rise to a new class of technical images: images that are not processed but produced by such
networks. Parallel to the unprecedented rise of image processing with neural networks, machine learning systems
have emerged that act as image-making machines. However, rather than picking up on the analytical challenges that
these systems present, research in media philosophy and the digital humanities has been almost exclusively
preoccupied with broad and general critiques of artificial intelligence as a speculative technology. At the same time,
neural network images have become an essential part of the public perception of artificial intelligence because they
act as image interfaces, as gateways to otherwise inherently opaque technical systems that are not only complex, but
which require an entirely different set of analytical tools. From this role emerge significant questions of
representation and interpretation that are not only aesthetic in nature: with the increasing utilization of image-
making neural networks in the sciences they turn into epistemological questions about invention, discovery, and the
location of knowledge. Neural networks should thus be considered a "natural” domain of humanist inquiry
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