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Introduction

Are You Watching Closely?

The individual’s experience as a spectator has undergone a rapid transformation under the emergence of streaming video on demand and its subsequent impact on the moving image’s industrial, creative and experiential dimensions. Streaming’s unsettling of the media landscape is accompanied by ubiquitous handheld devices’ own technological evolution and their interference into all aspects of everyday life, including leisure and entertainment, and the formalized behaviours of moving image spectatorship. Paired with all other distractions that compete for the viewer’s attention, these digital artefacts and environments subvert not only the established traditions of moving image spectatorship but also the ontology and cultural status of the moving image itself. The project of Constantly Streaming is inspired exactly by the disruptions brought about by the perpetual digital innovations of the contemporary film and TV viewing experience. Ensuring multiple portals for our engagement with moving image entertainment, handheld devices and streaming video on demand platforms open the doors to an unprecedented volume of content, overwhelming the viewer, introducing new models of engagement and rendering choice into a laboursome task. Apart from casualizing the viewing experience, this digital reconceptualization of spectatorship stifles the magic of expectation that has so far imbued the event principles of scheduled cinema attendance or TV broadcasts. In its reinvention of spectatorship, the current landscape of film and TV consumption also conceives new behaviours and functions for the recorded image beyond its main attributes as entertainment, artistic output and industrial product. In its mission to make sense of the mechanisms that enable the ceaseless flow of new and legacy content available to contemporary audiences, Constantly Streaming explores the transformation of core elements of the spectatorship experience under the influence of ubiquitous handheld touchscreen devices and the proliferation of streaming platforms. The book’s project imagines the contemporary viewing experience as a set of inter-relations between human and mechanical agency, devoted to capturing and sustaining the viewer’s interest in the media text in a new model of spectatorship. The reflections across the following pages gesture towards investigations of spectatorship habits and the new behaviours we learn as a result of our endless commitment to a rapidly advancing digital lifestyle, the evolution of the exhibition environment, the digital intimacy built through the individual’s interaction with the recorded image through touchscreen devices and across digital platforms, and the ontological metamorphosis that moving image texts undergo as they become digital objects populating streaming services’ simulated ecosystems. Although the chosen components for this project’s analysis are rooted in the historical and socio-cultural, they are wedded to the technological that drives their evolution drawing on its increasing awareness of the environments and artefacts it is designed to reinvent. Establishing the present volume’s contribution to the critical discourses on the digitization of spectatorship culture, two core motifs underscore the book’s methodological approaches.

The first core motif rooted in this project’s understanding of digitization’s involvement in reforming our viewing habits is a continuous comparison between mechanical inventions’ role in early twentieth-century spectatorship culture and digital technologies’ prevalent role in contemporary cultural interests. Examining the formation of spectatorship habits and the shared social spaces that shape and encourage these habits in response to the enabling mechanisms of early moving image exhibition and projection, this volume demonstrates the continuous history behind technology’s foundational role in formulating attitudes towards and engagement with recorded media. Drawing on these historical and social conditions, the present project questions digital technologies’ interference in people’s interactions with media texts, structuring and re-structuring communal experiences of spectatorship. As they usher in new behavioural traits within the individual audience member, handheld devices and streaming platforms’ algorithms create a viewing experience that is simultaneously personalized and personal, questioning the value of the shared spectatorial moment and compromising the significance of the actual media text viewed. Although these technologies and mechanisms are foundational for the reformulation of the individual viewer’s perception of moving image content, they also undermine the principles determining media outputs’ artistic and commercial merits by re-evaluating and even challenging the established critical categories and institutional hierarchies of quality and creative excellence. Empowered by ubiquitous handheld devices and streaming, film and TV content transcends the historic boundaries enforced upon it by the structural limitations of cinemas’ architecture or the hardware constraints of film projection and TV sets. Rather, the cumulative effects of these visual narratives and mobile devices encroach upon the viewer’s bodily and intellectual autonomy, prompting a more corporeal and intimate connection to both the actual recorded image and the mechanism that facilitates the interaction. Handheld touchscreen devices’ omnipresence across working lives and leisure activities renders society into a permanent and perpetual audience, a condition exacerbated by the amplified production and accumulation of moving image material to view. Catering to a global community of tireless spectators with portable screens in their pockets, the contemporary landscape of moving image spectatorship is defined by multiple streaming platforms’ competition for viewers’ attention, occasionally referred to as the ‘streaming wars’ (Fortmueller 2022: 39), constant releases of new content in familiar formats that recycle existing storylines, character tropes and themes, and the gamification of the viewer experience that positions entertainment a few touchscreen swipes away.

The connections that this book draws between technological inventions’ historical role in shaping spectatorship and their disruption of current viewing practices intersect with the second and more discursive motif of its investigation: its coalescence of specific strands of affect theory and the techno methodologies of human–computer interaction. Constantly Streaming works with an understanding of affect that amalgamates the phenomenological and sensorial definitions of the individual’s interaction with the moving image text, arising from the discursive interventions of Brian Massumi (2002), Vivian Sobchack (2004) and Laura Marks (2000), underscored by Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s meditations on perception articulated in his Phenomenology of Perception (2006 [1966]), and the socially and situationally aware design of the intelligent devices and systems that indoctrinate the individual viewer into film and TV streaming culture. Perpetually refining the mechanisms that make moving image’s existence and viewing possible, the principles of human–computer interaction are an essential part of this volume’s interrogation of contemporary spectatorship and the viewer’s affective response to moving image. To echo Lev Manovich’s conjectures on the digital transformation of pre-digital media, as film and TV migrate to digital environments and devices, their media-specific properties convert into data that is treated like any other data processed digitally for any other purpose besides viewing media content (2013: 199–201). The technical affordances that shape the individual’s interaction with other forms of data then also influence their viewing experience and broader perception of recorded moving image content, including film and TV (Gao et al. 2021: 91–103; Takashima and Tanaka 2009: 246–8). These processes situate media texts in new environments where they are no longer the revered projections of light protected by the anxious cinephile but rather digital artefacts among many other similar datasets, necessitating a different kind of engagement from the individual, affecting them through a new set of tools.

Alongside the comparison of the early twentieth-century’s moving image spectatorship and the twenty-first-century’s environment, affect theory’s phenomenological interventions become a useful toolkit for this book’s interpretation of digitization’s effects on visual media’s inceptive and transformational mechanisms, and the subsequent alterations to contemporary audiences’ relationship to film and TV content. Particularly interested in the connection between the media object and the machine that facilitates viewership, and the individual viewer’s response to both the media object and the machine in this model of interaction, this investigation questions film and TV content’s cultural status as an artistic and industrial output. As narratives and aesthetic form are structured into an endless semi-articulate stream of images, new and more titles are pumped out into the world to satiate a constant demand for entertainment and distraction. In an established pattern of digitization’s alteration of the human agent’s role in relation to technological phenomena, the role of the viewer continues to change (Daly 2010: 81–98; Van Dijk 2009: 41–58; Harries 2002: 171–82). The individual spectator becomes a subscriber of the global audience, targeted by streaming services’ ambitious business models, a member of the smaller fragments of viewing communities formed around specific strands of content, and also a user of the ubiquitous devices that not only offer access to media but additionally function as indispensable portals to a multitude of unrelated activities competing for attention with streaming. The evolution of engagement across the contemporary audiences composed of individuals, who are both users and viewers (Daly 2010: 81–98), is further fuelled by the innovation of devices and digital platforms. In its transition from the big screen to smaller digital and portable touchscreens, recorded image assumes new levels of tactility. Urged on by the acceleration of immersive media devices, it also promises to indoctrinate us into its diegetic worlds, surrounding us with more content and performing more than its initial artistic and entertainment functions. These devices transform into tools for work and education, entertainment and communication, but are also increasingly fetishized through multiple updates and accessories, claiming the functions of other devices, including cameras, scanners, digital assistants and more. The individual spectator’s experience of moving image becomes inseparable from the technology that enables it. In turn, this technology is indoctrinated as a constant component of daily life, reinforcing the types of affect both devices and content exert onto the individual and normalizing the level of interaction they demand in return.

Theorists such as Sobchack and Marks approach the structures of the cognizant moving image projection by rationalizing its sensorial affect upon the individual through phenomenological principles. Constantly Streaming’s method of understanding the relationship between the viewer and the moving image combines these existing discursive methods with the technological structures of devices and digital environments in a suggestion that the technological and the social affect one another in a co-dependent relationship. As viewing practices travel from the small cinemas of the previous century to the powerful streaming platforms of today, changing spectatorship habits become the symptoms of our intellectual and sensorial responses to the new digital devices and architectures inhabited by moving image. From binge-watching to repetitive viewing as mood regulation, these are habits that are not simply the result of our fascination with a specific title or narrative but rather the indicators of a deeper affect, provoked by various devices’ haptic and sensorial feedback and streaming’s algorithmic rules. These new behaviours reform the significance of the viewing experience, assigning new dimensions to the reasons why we watch and explaining the purpose of spectatorship’s transition from a semi-social event to a personalized habit.

One line of critical inquiry that has recognized the implications of audiences’ obsessive and frequently indulgent media consumption is the discussion of fan culture and participatory behaviour where fans seek to immerse themselves in familiar content by repeatedly engaging with it and building on it. No references to such audience representation can avoid mentioning Henry Jenkins’ foundational work, including volumes such as Participatory Culture in a Networked Era (2016), Fans, Bloggers, and Gamers: Exploring Participatory Culture (2006), Textual Poachers: Television Fans and Participatory Culture (1992), amongst many others. Pertinent to this inquiry is Jenkins’ volume Spreadable Media: Creating Value and Meaning in a Network Culture (2021), which delves into participatory culture’s mutations in digital contexts. Early in that volume, Jenkins clarifies his use of ‘spreadibility’ as a term related to ‘pervasive forms of media circulation’, especially symptomatic of certain technologies, economic structures and types of media texts that easily submit to digital dissemination (Jenkins 2021: 3–4). Much of his volume’s reflections are devoted to the blurring boundaries between the viewers and the producers of content, challenging the established power balance between the corporations and their audiences. However, in his investigation of the digital revision of fan communities, Jenkins also points to possible new models of engagement that defy the limitations imposed by heritage institutions and legacy technologies. These discussions gesture towards interrogations of digital technologies’ alteration of social relationships and the creation of online communities beyond the audience’s engagement with
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