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Elias Wessel’s Textfetzen (Scraps of Text) confront us with an everyday experience. Many
Internet users inform themselves about current events via social media. In 2021, social
media were the main source of news for a quarter of all eighteen to twenty-four-year-
olds.! The newsfeed on Facebook is a never-ending stream of news that is designed to
constantly generate new interest. The “feed” delivers—literally—fodder, small morsels
thrown out for us to scoop up. Attention is held for a short time before the eye is drawn to
yet another hot topic that leads to the next click. This click-baiting is in line with the eco-
nomic logic of platforms that do not want to let us go. Longer dwell time means more
data, and more data improves behavioral predictions—that is the platforms’ business model.2

In the newsfeed, various spheres of life intermingle: news and entertainment, the profes-
sional and the private, advertising and political activism, the earth-shattering and the banal,
serious and dubious sources. The boundaries between the spheres are dissolving. And here
we are talking about boundaries that are actually meant to provide orientation. The oppo-
site of the newsfeed is the daily newspaper: It is orderly, it has a beginning and an end,
the text is fixed on paper—it does not update itself. The editorial team selects and pre-
sorts the reading material. The news overview on the front page is followed by politics,
business, culture, sports, and local news. The intention of the text can be recognized in
the way it is presented: News and reports strive to inform factually, commentaries and
reviews evaluate, reportages and features tell stories and provide frameworks. Paid
advertisements are separated from the editorial section. Clear, parochial relationships.

In contrast to this, the newsfeed does not differentiate; everything is mixed into a uniform
mash. A hodgepodge of topics that come and go—algorithmically controlled and tailored to
the presumed personal interests. This collapse of contexts challenges users or puts them in
a trance. It requires effort and willpower to immerse oneself only in what is truly important.
It is much easier to let oneself drift. Guilty pleasure, pastime, distraction, diversion—like
zapping back and forth between television channels. Voluntarily surrendering to the algo-
rithm and letting it do the choosing for you is known as “comfortable paternalism.”3 | do
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not search for the news, the news finds me.4 Research reveals the impact of social media
use: The abundance of unsorted material overwhelms users, the casual intake leads to a
merely “felt” informedness, the origin of the information becomes secondary, the mixture
of real, half-real, and fake news promotes a relativistic world view, trust is lost, as is the
feeling of having a civic duty to inform oneself thoroughly in order to be able to have a say
in politics.5

The Textfetzen immobilize the newsfeed, inviting us to linger and immerse ourselves, to
draw associative lines between the “scraps.” Wessel objectifies the result of his own Face-
book reception. He transfers the newsfeed into other, classic media formats: As a color
photograph, as an audio file, and as text in book form, they make their way back from the
digital to the analog. Fixed, limited, and authorized by the artist. This intermedial shift
brings to consciousness what otherwise rushes by: the fragmentary and that which is relieved
of meaning. In any case, the Textfetzen do not function as a linear, coherent text that
follows a logical thread.

This can be seen as a debunking of the promise that search engines and social networks
would create a better world and better understanding between people (“Don’t be evil,”6
“leave the world a better place”7?). The platforms, which permeate all areas of life, have
gained enormous and uncanny market and opinion-making power, the mechanisms of which
are difficult to see through from the outside.8 The platform operators have thus far failed
to live up to the social responsibility that arises from this, a fact that has been widely and
rightly criticized.?
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Beyond this—obvious—interpretation, however, one can ask: What is the radical novelty of
the digital revolution?10 Multimedia technology expands the options for action—and does so
for a large number of participants who can help shape things. Participation is supplemented
by automation. Both principles result in polymorphism, the impression of the amorphous,
fluid, and unsorted nature of the digital world. At present, the digital increase in possibili-
ties is leading to a brutalization of public discourse (hate speech), escalating communica-
tion dynamics (firestorms), a polarization in disputes, violations of the truth (fake news),
the spread of irrational explanatory patterns (conspiracy theories), inequalities in the use
of the Internet (digital divide), and an algorithmic manipulation of public opinion formation
(social bots). We are obviously dealing with texts from an “anti/social network.”

Paradoxically, the more perfect technology becomes, the less important it becomes. It is
no longer the medium that determines the message, as Marshall McLuhan once claimed.
Rather, according to Manuel Castells, “in the new media system, the message is now the
medium [...]. That is to say, the properties of the message shape the properties of the
medium.”1t When technology can do everything, the question of meaning comes into focus:12
“Suddenly, it’s about what we want; not what the distribution channel wants.”13 The tech-
nical design scope allows for a great deal, but it takes sense and reason to make something
out of it. Do the scraps of text in the news feed make sense? At least Wessel’s volume has
chapters as units of meaning and chapter headings as references to meaning.

There are parallels between Wessel’s examination of the Facebook newsfeed and Pop Art.14
Pop Art also turned—a few decades earlier—to the secondary reality of the media, drawing
material and motifs from them. “Not the thematization of reality, but rather the themati-
zation of its interpretation conditioned by eye-catching, photographic, typographic, or
journalistic reproduction, namely the reflection of reality appearing in the mass media, is
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the object and the actual reality of the image.”15 The “exposure of the unaltered object”16
can be observed in the appropriation of television, press, and advertising in the work of
Andy Warhol. He highlighted as art that which in everyday life is only a fleeting experience
of reception. Warhol presented “the objects themselves, no longer as quotations, but
rather as replicas.”7 He largely dispensed with interventions and the editing of the set pieces.

Pop Art blurred the line between high and popular culture, between the media and art.
We look at, listen, and read the Facebook newsfeed—shaped by Wessel—and ask: “Is it
possibly art?”
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