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Like water to fish, networks are difficult for us humans to see. Many of the questions 
raised by the 2016 Presidential election, for instance, have revolved around our 
fundamental inability to understand them: what has become of the public sphere now 
that the majority of Americans receive their news from social, rather than broadcast, 
networks? How is an individual to understand the networks in which they participate 
when invisible algorithmic decisions make that network appear differently to every other 
participant? How have the infrastructures by which we understand and move through 
the world been warped by “engagement” metrics that monetize not just the clustering of 
like-minded people but incompatible versions of reality? For the humanistic fields 
devoted to questions such as these—media studies, STS, digital humanities—the trend 
over the past decade has been to get “closer to the metal,” using historical methods and 
philosophical concepts to interrogate the technical details of contemporary networked 
life.  Excellent books along these lines include, among others, Tung-Hui Hu’s A Prehistory 
of the Cloud (2015) and Dennis Tenen’s Plain Text: The Poetics of Computation (2017). 
 
Patrick Jagoda’s Network Aesthetics attempts to shift the conversation in a different 
direction, arguing for a return to cultural criticism in media studies. Taking up “the 
problem of global connectedness,” Jagoda puts aesthetics center stage, drawing on 
methods from literary criticism, film theory, and game studies. Because works of art are 
reconfigurations of the present that “attempt to make sense of human relations,” Jagoda 
argues that cultural criticism can provide a privileged lens on our network imaginary. As 
he writes, “Networks exceed rational description or mapping, and it is at this point that 
we might turn to aesthetics and cultural production for a more robust account” (3). Where 
technical description or even rationality fail, aesthetic theory can fill in the gaps by 
analyzing how cultural forms “accompany and mediate our ordinary and habituated 
experiences” (16). The premise of Network Aesthetics is that art provides us with oblique 
access to the shape of everyday life within networks: the weirdness of “ambient 
togetherness,” “stranger sociality,” and the “overwhelming sense of obligation” we feel 
toward our inboxes and feeds. 
 
Network Aesthetics studies artworks spanning the years 1997 to 2013, a period during 
which several different kinds of “networks” emerged, including technical infrastructures 
(the internet; social media) and new ways of modeling complexity (neural networks; 
terrorist networks). Whether entity or episteme, thing-in-the-world or metaphor, 
networks resist representation in their ubiquity and unknowability while at the same 
time making new forms of participatory and improvisational expression possible. In a 
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later section, Jagoda samples the incredible diversity of these new cultural forms, 
implying that this inventory barely scratches the surface: “the email chain, the tweet, the 
sext, the webisode, the shared web-based collaborative document, the microblog post, 
the podcast, the Snapchat photo . . . the Internet meme, the geo-tagged photograph, the 
public volunteer computing project, the virtual world, the flash mob,” and so on (182). 
 
The bulk of Jagoda’s work, however, is devoted to the study of narrative and procedural 
art forms. In its organization, Network Aesthetics is a very tidy book. Each of the five 
chapters is devoted to a different artistic medium and a reading of exemplary works 
within that medium: novels (Don DeLillo’s Underworld and Neal Stephenson’s 
Cryptonomicon), film (Syriana, dir. Stephen Gaghan), television (David Simon’s The Wire), 
videogames (Introversion’s Uplink, Jason Rohrer’s Between, thatgamecompany’s Journey), 
and alternate reality games, including an ARG of the author’s own design, which stands 
as the book’s boldest, most original methodological experiment. In choosing publicly 
accessible and popular artworks, Jagoda 

seek[s] deliberately to expand the discussion of network art that has been regularly 
restricted to avant-garde productions. Too often, obscure experiments or museum-
bound new media art pieces, intellectually illuminating and philosophically 
generative as they may be, restrict our sense of how key concepts travel through 
and influence cultures. (34) 

 
In the book’s first half, Jagoda takes up representative works of twenty-first-century 
fiction, film, and television to explore how narrative forms “stage the interplay between 
linear storytelling techniques and nonlinear systemic structures.” The works that interest 
Jagoda are sprawling narratives that elevate “interactions among webs of actors, rather 
than individual protagonists” and, in the process, push at the limits of what is possible 
in an otherwise linear narrative (35). In Part 2, Jagoda examines networked or 
“distributed” artworks like videogames—which, for Jagoda, are “a paradigmatic cultural 
form of the current network era, as well as an instructive microcosm of the broader media 
situation taken up by new media studies” (143)—and ARGs. It’s in this second part of the 
book that you can really feel Jagoda’s passion for the subject take off, his excitement about 
the range of interpretive routes now possible in game studies. His section on an archive 
of touching, personal testimonies written by players of the online multiplayer game 
Journey is especially fascinating. 
 
One of the most impressive things about Network Aesthetics is the range of Jagoda’s 
expertise. Each chapter shifts into a fresh set of analytical methods that are tailored to its 
particular object of study. Similarly, Jagoda takes the time in each chapter to introduce 
the history of and scholarship on each medium, providing bearings for all of the different 
scholarly audiences who might be drawn to the book. The film chapter, for instance, takes 
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up David Bordwell on classical Hollywood continuity; the videogames chapter glosses 
the “narratology versus ludology” debate that inaugurated the field of game studies in 
the 2000s; and the ARG chapter explores the historical roots of alternate reality games in 
Situationst dérives, Fluxus events, and happenings. It is no easy feat to make a scholarly 
argument legible to audiences familiar with perhaps only one or two of at least five 
different subject areas covered in a single book, but Jagoda pulls it off nicely. 
 
The risk of such an orderly structure and extensive explanatory apparatus is that the 
reader of Network Aesthetics may at times feel lost amid its roomy scaffolding of 
clarifications and justifications. Such an academic sin (of which we are all obviously 
guilty) would not be worth mentioning were it not for the moments when this scaffolding 
leads Jagoda into judgments and distinctions that run counter to the thrust of his 
overarching claims. I’m thinking here of a section in which Jagoda distances his 
privileged objects of study from science fiction, which he claims lacks a sophisticated 
means of exploring the “affective experience” of networks and instead portrays them 
“exclusively in polarizing dystopian or utopian terms” (41). This judgment introduces his 
reading of a novel by one of the most famous living writers of science fiction. Consider 
one of the book’s most compelling arguments too: that the collisions of high and low, 
avant-garde and pop culture in modern and postmodern art have “reached a new apex 
with digital media that make most cultural forms accessible via a single technological 
device” (18). Jagoda describes each of his case studies as a “node,” but the borders that 
the book erects around each type of object of study means that the “edges” of this book’s 
network (the intermedial dimensions) are sometimes given less attention. The farther 
Network Aesthetics progresses from traditional forms like the novel toward emergent 
artistic practices, the more excited Jagoda seems in leaving such questions of classification 
behind. 
 
In all, Network Aesthetics is a valuable experiment in the work that cultural criticism can 
do for media and technology studies. Given the political stakes of living today within 
networks that exceed our ability to understand them, it is all the more important to find 
ways of imagining other forms of connectedness. Jagoda’s book provides a framework 
for how that might be possible. 
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