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>Like< Me a Story

Media Objects and the New Conditions

of Digital Authorship

Nishant Shah

I recently learned that there are tutorials on how to like, unlike and re-like the most recent
pictures on social media in order to fool the algorithm and escape the scrutiny of notifica-
tions. And it all happened because I was dragged into the dramedy of a »deep like« (Halinan/
Brubaker 2021: 1558) on a student messaging group that I follow. So, this is what happened.
Person X had accidentally liked a six-month-old photo on the Instagram feed of Person Y.
Persons X and Y had been romantically involved for a brief period but had been splitsville for
a while. But then, on a random Thursday at 3 a.m., while cyber-stalking the ex, Person X had
accidentally liked a picture, and all hell had broken loose. In an act of desperation, Person X
started asking for help from other people in the group on how to undo this like. By 3:12, my
phone was blowing up with more than 50 messages from people frantically sending advice
on how to bury the deep like. Friends were offering to like more and more pictures of Person
Y to bury the deep like notifications. People were sharing links on how to hide an accidental
like. There were tutorials on how to like, unlike and re-like the most recent pic, thus fooling
the algorithms into shifting notifications of engagement. It took about 22 minutes of high
energy messaging until somebody suggested deleting the account, changing their hair colour
and moving to another school.

Shaken out of sleep and baffled at the reactions to accidentally liking something old on some-
body’s social media stream, I decided to try and figure out what exactly the big deal was.
I casually asked the young people in my team, and I got a 40-minute lecture on the cringe
value, embarrassment and verified stalker status (Stoicesu 2019) that would be endowed upon
the deep-liker. When I tried to ask why it is a problem for someone to look at somebody’s
old posts, one of the young pedagogues said that they were questioning not so much the like
but the intentions — what would somebody be doing on an old post anyway? In the world of
swipe right and forget, like and archive, share and move on, it would seem that going back
to older memories is an invasion of privacy and manners that are just not acceptable. Even

in a world that is filled with like-seeking behaviour (Dumas et al. 2017), if you are looking
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at anybody’s account that long, you are living in memories that they have archived and thus
no longer remember. You are touching something about them that they have forgotten. The
verdict was insta creep.

Ready to pooh-pooh it as digital delirium, I was going to dismiss the entire incident, but it kept
on niggling at the back of my head. Something about the entire thing was familiar. There was
a memory here of something like this but not quite this that I could no longer retrieve. Failing
to remember, | turned to the universal memory machine — Google — and, in one search query,
found the story from ancient digital history — something I had written about, published (Shah
2012)" and then quickly forgotten, only for Google’s search algorithms to index and store it. In
2012, two young women in Mumbai, India, were arrested — one for making a Facebook status
update and another for liking it — that went against the curfew instituted by a local political
party to mourn the death of a controversial political figure in the city. While the attacks on
both the girls and the kneejerk reaction of the Mumbai police in arresting them were incred-
ulous and alarming, the thing that had stayed with me was that one of the young girls was
arrested for liking the post. She did not create the content or express an opinion. She merely
scrolled, liked and moved on (Rajadhyaksha 2022: 111).

Because 1 was depending on Google to retrieve this information, I was also informed that
Google had uncovered »about 185,000,000 results in (0.37 seconds)«, leading me down anoth-
er rabbit hole of looking at global arrests and convictions and firings and mobbings of people
who had >liked« something on social media. What does it mean to like something on a social
media platform? How does a simple like suddenly open up charges of scam, forgery, sedition,
terrorism, secession, treason, stratagems and spoils? This essay is an attempt to understand
the ubiquitous like as an extraordinary form of storytelling as it is conceived in contemporary
digital media practices. In focusing on the like, which does not bear any of the conventions
of storytelling or narrative practices, [ want to look in particular at the introduction of ymedia
objects< and how they shape the very ontology of what constitutes a digital story and how

liking something makes us into authors.

Crisis, Media and the »>Like< Function

The >Like« function, in all its variety on different platforms, remains one of the most recog-
nisable representations of social media. To like something — or its equivalent — has become
second nature for all our digital interactions. The ubiquity of the >Like« function is often at-
tributed to the ease with which it offers digital engagement. It is not production, active sharing
or a conversation. It is almost impossible to create a taxonomy of what all the »Like« function
can mean because it is a flattening device which reduces the spectrum of human engagement,
expression and endorsement into a simple button. It is an acknowledgement, the bearing of

testimony to something that caught our attention in a saturated information stream and a mark
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of having read. However, the »Like« function is also the most monetised one, informing the
metrics of virality, influence, popularity and visibility (Hui/Halpin 2013: 111). In this section,
I argue that we need to think of >Like« as a digital narrative function — that to like something
is an act of bringing forth meaning, of shaping narratives and of actively creating narratives
without engaging in traditional forms of narrative building. Furthermore, I will show that the
yLike« function is not an individual action, but a collective one that mobilises different sets of
people, algorithms and digital actors that shape the narrative that arises from the seemingly
simple act of liking.

The >Like« button is an endorsement that is amplified and shared by algorithms that see it as a
sign of attention and intensity. When an algorithm sees a like, it doesn’t distinguish between
a negative or a positive engagement. In the flattened infrastructure of the »Like« button, there
is no space to register your response as anything more than just digital interaction, devoid of
human, affective and emotional depth. This condensation and flattening of human responses
to a machine response is a new condition of crisis in digital media that challenges the ways in
which we think about digital narratives. In earlier forms of narrative analysis, the emotional
response, the affective experience, the embodied modes of feeling and the ways in which
audiences reacted to a narrative were integral parts of the narrative. With the emergence of
the »Like« button, the human response has been transformed into a machine response, and I
establish it as a state of crisis.

There have been great theoretical propositions and arguments thinking about the relationship
between digital media and crises. Apart from the now-accepted lore that we live in a state of
perma-crises in our digital environments that are designed to keep us in an escalated state of
engagement, there are other ways in which we understand crises and digital media.

Wendy Chun (2017), in her work on »habitual new media¢, proposes that our new digital net-
works are made out of >the chronic time of habits (memory) and the punctuating time of crisis«
(Chun 2017: 63). Chun argues that >crises are both what network analytics seek to eliminate
and what they perpetuate« (ibid.). Thus, the different functions of the network are simultane-
ously generating a crisis even as they seek to resolve it. The crisis that Chun is referring to is
not a space of disaster but a space of decision-making — a choice that is required by the very
presence of an option. In a social media doom-scroll, it is not necessary to like something.
All the different smorgasbord of information that we are provided with does not need engage-
ment. But the very presence of the »Like< button makes everything worthy of engagement and
like a digital reworking of a Shakespearean tragedy: to like or not to like becomes a decision
that we take in microseconds, responding to or ignoring the content as it scrolls through our
interfaces. Jeffrey Sconce (2000), in his remarkable history of the power of the uncanny in
public media, calls this a condition of >faith< (Sconce 2000: 112), where we believe that our

actions will actually shape the narrative and spread of that information piece. The underlying
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faith in our social media engagement is not quantification or spread but the desire and the faith
that our like will change the direction, destination and intention of the information with which
we are engaging. When we like, we feel that we shape the narrative and amplify or redirect it
and that our participation adds to the discourse in the same ways as when we add hashtags or
tag others into the discourse.

The >Like« function, however, would not have credence unless it led to a visual re-appropria-
tion of the content. When we use the »Like< function, it visibly makes us into the co-creators
of that information. While we might not have authored the information, the very act of liking
(and thus, inadvertently sharing) makes us into the pallbearers of that information. Liking
something on social media makes it appear on our profiles, marking us as people who are
verifying and sharing this information with others with whom we are connected. To like is
to be visible, to put ourselves into algorithmic attention. When we like something, our net-
works — human and algorithmic actors — are notified that we are now inviting them into the
folds of crises and that they will have to make a decision. As evidenced from the deep like
crisis of the student group, the decision that our networks take of liking or ignoring our shared
content does not merely reflect their relationship with the content but their relationship with
us. In his early explanations of new media, Lev Manovich (2002) argued that we are now
looking at »authorship by selection< (Manovich: 3), where the digital author assembles and
selects a variety of new media components to create something even though they might not
have done more than compiling different pre-made components. To continue in that trajectory
of thought, it might be important to note that the »Like« function is a part of this assembly
and compilation. The user might not have been the generator of the content, but the »Like«
function puts them in a condition of creation, where their engagement marks them as digital
authors of that information, bringing with it the responsibility and risk of authorship and the
role of resolving and addressing crises.

The >Like< button, while it might look like a mere interface design element, is in fact a stacked
digital object that triggers an opaque set of interactions and relationships that are not visible
on the screens. Benjamin Bratton’s (2015) metaphor of a computational stack as a way of
thinking through planetary computation reminds us that digital interactions are critical be-
cause they go beyond the immediately recognisable cybernetic loops which involve the liked,
the liker and the recipients of the liked objects. In Bratton’s model, the simple »Like< button
triggers a variety of crises — digital decision-making moments — for a large set of actors rang-
ing from algorithms that quantify the like to curate, personalise and profile the content for the
user to governments and regulators who might monitor these likes as potential criminal ac-
tivities. It is no surprise that in the last decade, as the »Like« function has become ubiquitous,
we have been hearing stories from all around the world where people have landed in trouble

because they liked something on their social media feeds. This explanation helps make sense
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of the arrest of the two women in India that I have referred to before, because this idea of lik-
ing as authoring, not the content but a series of decisions and actions that put forward a new
narrative, is a template that has played out variously over the last decade. The »Like« function,
as software studies theorist Alexander Galloway (2004) points out, is a protocol object that
triggers a series of responses from different agents in a network. A like is not just a mark of
bearing witness but an active form of authoring informational, algorithmic, datafied and net-
worked practices that trigger a decision tree that is resolved only when the resonance of the
like is replaced by the next like, which in turn continues to perpetuate the crisis, differing it
across new engagements.

New Media objects, as Kathleen Fitzpatrick points out, are »planned into obsolescence«
(2013). Looking at the ways in which technological objects and devices are designed, Fitz-
patrick shows that the sense of crisis, of being forgotten, of dropping out of circulation, is
built into these devices that grow old, grow slow, grow obsolete. New Media digital objects
are thus always presented to us as risky and in a state of crisis, where they will continue to
bleed into obsolescence unless we produce continuous care by updating and maintaining these
devices. Edsger Dijkstra (2013), in a fascinating history of the complexity of digital object
production, signals a »software crisis< where the very complexity of the production of a digital
object is a critical modality because it requires so many different moving parts and actors to be
compiled into one seemingly unified object. This idea that the digital object is composed, not
of the original coder or programmer nor the creator or generator but of multiple sources that
are compiled together, gives us an opening point for thinking about the >Like« function as in-
troducing a similar semantic crisis in digital information making, where the >story« is not just

driven by, but constructed by all the different people who like it, and in the liking, change it.

Remote Authorship and Media Objects

To like is to author. This is not the kind of author that we imagine in traditional discourse.
It is perhaps building on a longer discourse on what an author is in different textual and
narrative practices. Roland Barthes’ provocative proposition about the death of the author
(1967), which posited that the meaning of a text resides not in the intention of the author
but in the reception of the audience and which later provoked Michel Foucault to posit the
author function (1979) as a way of thinking through authorship, perhaps finds a new addition
in the >Like« function. The »>Like< function suggests that the location of the meaning resides
neither in the creator nor in the receiver of the message but in the sharer. Unlike Marshall
McLuhan’s centring of the medium as the site of the message (1967), | am arguing that the
digital message — a story, if you will — is composed of a series of crisis objects, exemplified
by the >Like« function, that creates narrative conditions that determine the meaning of the

message without necessarily interfering or changing the content of the message. Or in simpler
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words, I am arguing that digital storytelling is not about the production of the meaning but
about the manipulation of meaning through digital engagement practices like the »Likex.

If you are with me so far, in agreeing that the »Like< function is a form of digital storytelling,
enabled by the conditions of networked crises that our digital engagements represent, and that
digital storytelling depends increasingly more on the redirection of meaning rather than the
intention of the content, we see the development of a problem. Because, unlike the dominant
components of storytelling, which have to do with syntax, grammar, conventions, aesthetics,
design and form, the >Like« function is a remote object. It does not become a visible part of
the story that it is attached to. Even when there is an archived trail of different likes that might
have shared and shaped the story, the >Like« function does not change, layer, filter, manipulate
or alter the original content and information in any visible way.

One way of understanding these characteristics of the »>Like« button is to consider it as a
»media object« (Lombardo/Damiano 2011), which I will expand upon now. Media objects are
uniquely coded and presented in new media interfaces and logistics because they are not an
attribute of the digital story but remotely engage with the story to modify it. In programming,
amedia object is an external file that holds a piece of media, such as a text, a meme, a movie or
an animation (Krogh 2020).2 The content of the media object is not the object itself but merely
information about the object. This is not the same as metadata, but it is in the same family of
digital attributes that surround digital objects. The reason why a media object differs from the
metadata is because it is visibly present, and its role, especially in the infinite scrolls of social
media, is to anchor, contextualise and redirect the visible flow of information.

Think of the »Like« button again. As information flows, and different convergent media start
populating our social media feeds, the »Like< button becomes an anchoring device that shapes,
punctuates and directs the flow of this information. Media objects are anchored so that they
become the static elements around which the volatile digital information flows. This is how
the media object, named by the <xlink:href>? attribute, allows us to recall, freeze and pin sto-
ries in a digital cascade. Without the anchoring effect of media objects, it would be impossible
to revisit, archive or store digital information, let alone link to it. The media object is thus
more than a hyperlink — it is the beginning of an archive and describes the meaning of a link
or resource in a human-readable fashion. Thus, even before we parse the content of the digital
story, the media object facilitates, describes and nudges us into making specific meanings of
the story.

Media objects represent a different act of digital authorship because they are coded differently
by the logic and language of another system — a system of infrastructure, media and material-
ity — but they are still inserted into the media event, which is the digital story. Media objects
are containers for content and thus only focused on format and integrity (verification/authen-

tication). They appear as incidental, non-intentional and merely as protocols that demand a
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formal organisation logic of all the other components without necessarily establishing explicit
relationships with them. The flowing components of the digital story are consolidated and
compiled by the media objects, which anchor and direct the meaning and reception of these
objects. Media objects are designed for scale, and thus, they will link to almost anything that
is in their flow and direct attention. Thus, the same digital story can have contradictory and
non-related event items associated with it. Think about the current state of digital misinforma-
tion and polarisation, where the same digital story is read and received and used completely
differently to justify contradictory or separated positions.

Media objects thus become remote acts of authorship. They exist in a system outside the
visible flow of the environment within which a digital object exists. However, it is inserted
in the flow, filters and modifies the meaning of the story and directs it to different narrative
directions so that the same story can be interpreted and justified for multiple, even logically
and ideologically incompatible positions. One of the characteristics that drives this multiplic-
ity of meaning and the collapse of context is that media objects are designed for replication,
favouring repetition and memetic actions. They can, therefore, not only spread stories in cer-
tain directions but also attract stories from other streams. Based on the algorithmic profiling
of things that we like, stories that are not immediately connected to us are »suggested« to us,
and engagement with them increasingly draws and consolidates new stories for us to see, like,
share and thus co-author.

The engagement that media objects offer is always temporary and without signification. They
offer snapshot moments which dissolve as soon as the moment of the snapshot is gone. The
snapshot can remain as an archive, but that moment is immediately replaced by something
else so that the more we like things, the more we are presented with things to like in a nev-
er-ending, ever-expanding stream of information. It is worth creating social media accounts
from anonymised emails and not adding any friends or followers just to see how media ob-
jects still continue to present you with material to like, and the first like triggers a cascade of
information and connections. The wildfire success of platforms like TikTok is attributed to the
ways in which media objects were used as the logic of information curation which superseded
the earlier forms of »social connections< that friendship driven platforms like Facebook had
to offer (Hern 2022). This possibility of media objects as constantly accruing meaning but
never sticking to a meaning means that the crises can be continued and never-ending, making
us exist in the long now.

Media objects thus become powerful narrative devices that modify the story from a distance.
This is an act of remote authorship. This is a new understanding of digital authorship where
objects can be manipulated not by changing the elements of the story but by making changes
in the referenced and linked information. This helps us understand the ways in which news

and data can be interpreted contrary to the original intentions to suit the arguments of those
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who intentionally create bad-faith meanings of popular events. This also helps us look at
the new forms of censorship and surveillance, where those who are monitoring and tracking
stories can manipulate them without actively changing or modifying the content of the story
by remixing it through the use of media objects. It can also be seen in scamming and phishing
attempts where the modification of media objects can manipulate people into engaging in
harmful activities. Perhaps the best example of these scammer modifications is in the phishing
attacks where somebody takes the profile of your trusted source, sends you dubious informa-
tion that you believe and engage with because you think it is verified through a source that
you believe in. Just modifying the profile picture, sending a friendship request from a stolen
identity account or matching on a dating app through a catfish profile, which then triggers a se-
ries of engagements leading to digital harm and exploitation, are ways by which media objects
create new narrative conditions that can no longer depend on fact checking or interpretability
as ways of verifying information.

Our social media manipulations are filled with media objects which have significant conse-
quences because they drag us screaming and kicking, without any warning, into the folds of
authorship. They also introduce invisible and untraceable authors who no longer invest in the
manipulation of meaning but in the triggering of »Like« function engagements that make us
into unwitting authors, both culpable and responsible for the meanings associated with that
digital story. The remote authorship created by these remote media objects offers new chal-
lenges to the ideas of digital authorship, information, interpretation and meaning-making. All
our ideas of authorship have been predicated on the idea of the author being present — even
when dead. The production of the figure of the author (Rose 1995) has always presumed that
the author is intentionally present and traceable. Even in cases of gossip and rumour, there
is always the hearsay act of »some people say« or »so I have heard«, which marks that there
is an author somewhere who, if we follow the information trace, can eventually be identified
and held responsible for the information. Similarly, in acts of whistleblowing and information
leaking, there is a conviction that the author can be traced and that the author is intentional in
their acts of creating digital stories.

The introduction of media objects and the condition of remote authorship belies these two
preconditions of authorship — the author can now be unwittingly writing stories and shaping
meaning, and the author might not even be present because the assembly of information might
be done through an algorithmic compilation which no longer needs an act of authorship but

only the intention of it.

Authorship in Search of Authors

In introducing the »Like« function as an author function that is shaped by the cybernetic and

self-fulfilling relationship between media and crises, I am establishing a new paradigm to
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think about our approach to digital storytelling and narratives. The >Like« function is an illus-
trative example of how, through new components of storytelling that exceed the conventions
of origin, form, meaning and interference, we are encountering new kinds of storytelling
practices that do not fit into the understanding of authorship and stories. The >Like« function,
which is often considered to be merely a UIX function of endorsement or a quantification
function of data collation, has to be understood as a new form of storytelling.

This new form of storytelling through liking is particularly clear when we locate them in
programming materiality as media objects. As media objects, we get insight into how the
landscape of misinformation, information manipulation and deepfake storytelling can be un-
derstood. In establishing the »Like« function (and other such engagements) as media objects,
we now have to reconsider the ways in which we understand digital narratives. Building upon
Stuart Hall’s powerful thesis that meaning-making is a contested terrain (Hall 1996: 242),
I want to remind us that in the current practice of digital storytelling, the fixing and determi-
nation of meaning is one of the most fraught battlegrounds. While there are many significant
explanatory and regulatory frameworks being proposed and theorised in the discourse on mis/
disinformation, they all presume that the author precedes the information. The interventions
that seek to regulate access, production, provenance, traceability and literacy all presume
that the function of the author, in these digital storytelling practices of contested meaning, is
stable. Even when faced with the emerging technologies of generative Al and self-learning
machines, we continue to focus on the algorithm as the fountainhead of the story and seek to
regulate it.

Conversely, in fighting against information censoring, retraction and manipulation, we mostly
focus on the visible authors who actively change the form of the story by introducing new
content or removing specific parts, thus doctoring the original information set. Verification
and detection algorithms look for changes in the original form to assure us of the integrity of
the information under scrutiny. However, the introduction of media objects in this ecosystem
points out that just like authorship is remote, the manipulation and modification of content is
now also remote. Remote authorship is not something that we have theorised or understood
historically in the shaping and forming of narratives. To imagine that the author is not just al-
ienated but also removed from the narrative, and thus can influence meaning without leaving
a trace, is a historically new way of thinking of meaning formation. In the process of remote
manipulation, interventions at the level of content and meaning might not be enough and,
sometimes, might only be cosmetic attempts at correcting interpretation. Remote modification
through media objects, where the innocuous like or the replaceable profile picture can re-con-
textualise and redirect the meaning of the story, introduces an element in the discourse on fake
news to which we have not paid enough attention. It is going to be challenging and rewarding

to examine the ways in which the story now no longer resides in the content, form, flow or
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spread of information, but in the media objects that anchor it and reappropriate it by adding a
layer of meaning that is no longer visible or detectable.

In unpacking engagement through media objects as an act of authorship, we are decentring
and destabilising the idea of the author and predicating a new practice where the acts and
functions of authorship happen without a detectable or traceable author behind it. Because
media objects are not spectacle objects — because they do not form the visual interface of
our digital interactions and remain in the computational stacks that are often kept distant and
remote, they do not make for the easy visualisation or spectacularisation of the author. Even
when sources can be detected, they are entities, objects, streams and a compilation of collec-
tive information that is not from a singular author as we have come to expect and accept in
narrative work. This is not just an argument about how human authors are replaced by compu-
tational authors, but about the fact that the author has disappeared, perhaps is made obsolete,
and to have an act of authorship, a story-being produced, but no conception or possibility of
locating an author is a provocation to our imaginations and practices of producing, consum-

ing, regulating and governing digital storytelling for which we don’t yet have a framework.

Remarks
1 https://cis-india.org/internet-governance/blog/indian-express-dec-2-2012-nishant-shah-so-much-to-lose
[02.10.2024]
2 Peter Krogh (2020), in his Digital Media Objects — A definition, gives a detailed breakdown and understanding of
media objects in digital environments.
3 More on the standard and the W3C recommendations can be found online: https://www.w3.0rg/TR/SVG2/
[02.10.2024]
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