
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Figure on the Side-of-the-Road 
Automobility and Cinematic Causality 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Scott Billings 
 ARTH 557 
 WƻƘƴ hΩ.Ǌƛŀƴ 
 July 2009 



The Figure on the Side-of-the-Road: Automobility and Cinematic Causality Scott Billiings 

   Page 2 of 29 

 

Late one night while walking along the Place des Pyramides, Giacometti was struck down by a 

car breaking several bones in his foot.  He later described the event as ñone of the most important and 

propitious experiences of his lifetimeò (qtd from Olney from Some Remarkable Men, 223).  Thrilled by 

the fact that the accident would leave him lame, Giacometti, known for his superstitious nature, 

interpreted the event as a major turning point in the chain of his destiny. This paper is not about 

Giacometti, nor is it about his artwork.  I have chosen to employ the account of Giacomettiôs foot as a 

lead in to my argument for two reasons. Firstly, the account provides an essential image of the meeting, or 

rather the collision, of man and automobile at the interstitial space between walkway and roadway. The 

liminal space of the side-of-the road resonates as a discursive site (with)in the built environment. It both 

articulates and demarcates the arenas of mobility and the boundaries of class divisions. More succinctly, it 

acts as a screen, mediating the gaze between motorist and pedestrian, which as I will argue, manifests a 

lingering spectre of contamination and fear which haunts the urban landscape. Secondly, the story of 

Giacomettiôs foot underscores a condition of double causality, a condition which permeates the modern 

city and is largely constitutive of modern subjectivity. By double causality I am referring to a collusive 

and coexistent two-fold cause-and-effect of a singular spatial-temporal event: one, a materialist causality, 

which caused Giacometti to limp for the rest of his life; and two, a narrative causality, which significantly 

redirected the progression of Giacomettiôs life and artistic career, in both the living and the telling. And 

indeed, Giacometti often referred to his accident as what could be seen as a filmic inciting incident: the 

physical linkage which actuated the next scene in the narrative flow of his life. Known for his love of 

storytelling, especially the story of his own artistic career, Giacometti self-perpetuated the event as both 

meaningful and providential: as the paramount event of his living biography.  But as James Olney 

reminds us, ñthis is what narrative always does: provides contexts and patterns through which we can 

read, understand, rerealize, and transmit our experienceò (315). In other words, subjects do not simply 

exist in a crude material sense but rather live out complex self-perceived narratives. It can be argued 

however that narrative has been relocated and resides now in the contemporary burrows of cinema, where 

the foundations of immanent storytelling have been fused with, or rather parasitized by the sensory 
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corporeal linkages of cinematic montage.  As such, the double causality of materialism and narrativity can 

be articulated in a single mode of causality, which I will call a cinematic causality.   

By analyzing the side-of-the-road as a discursive site generally and the image of the figure 

standing at the side-of-the-road specifically, I will expand upon the notion of cinematic causality. In the 

articulation of my argument I will employ the following artworks: Ken Lumôs Entertainment for Surrey 

(1978), Douglas Gordonôs Psycho Hitchhiker (1993), Roy Ardenôs Citizen (2000), and Francis Alÿsô(s) 

Turista (1996). Not only do these four pieces depict the figure on the side-of-the-road, but produce a 

particular criticality of both urbanity and the corresponding socially coded infrastructure embedded in the 

act of looking: seeing and being seen.  Vis-à-vis the photographic and filmic property of indexicality 

(causal contact), these artists evince the socio-economic underbelly of modernity and seek to expose the 

ideological forces that obscure and normalize it. It is through the seemingly inert and trivial act of 

standing at the side-of-the-road that a complex imbroglio of social meaning can be articulated.   

 Before addressing the four artworks, I wish to first investigate the ways in which the automobile 

and the modern ecology of automobility has colluded with a cinematic parasitization of reality effecting a 

new restructuration of space and time, thus constituting a new subjectivity, a new mode of perceptivity. 

Generally speaking, these transaction are visual transactionsðgazesðin which certain physiognomic 

discriminations predominate and thus mediate the transaction. However it is the slippage between vision 

and contactðdistance and proximityðwhich engenders an urban decay fraught with separation and 

trepidation. I suggest that it is the indexical and mimetic nature of the medium of photography and its 

subsumption into the realm of narrative cinema which serves to reify this slippage.  Moreover, the very 

act of driving in the city and negotiating the infrastructure of the traffic systemðthe city grid, instituted 

by the very idea of line of sightðis to engage into a practice of televisuality, a virtual and distanciative 

tactility synonymous with cinema.  
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As Laura Mulvey states, ñcinema opened a revolutionary, mechanical eye that transformed 

human vision. It opened up new perceptual possibilities, accentuating the changed ways of seeing a 

familiar external world already affected by the stillness of photography and the speed of mechanized 

transportò (181).  Indeed, throughout the past two centuries, modern society has undoubtedly undergone a 

radical restructuration of both spatio-temporal relations in terms of mobility and social relations in terms 

of visibility.  The 19
th
 century witnessed what could be seen as a compression of space and time as the 

inauguration of technologies such as railway travel and the telegraph created a novel and immediate 

accessibility to other worldsðbeing here and elsewhere.  A climate of economic shifts and class 

upheavals engendered a new liberty for the middle class and ña new inscription of being tourists in the 

worldò (Rabinovitz, 51). Concomitantly, a revolutionized public sphere emerged where social phenomena 

such as promenading in the city made ñseeing and being seen, in public and in motion, a core rite of 

sociabilityò (Scobey, 203).  The act of walking in the streets became a cultural practice of constructing 

class identities and demarcating class boundaries. Through coded gestures of etiquette and adornment of 

specific attire, the ritual of promenading was óliterally a form of symbolic address, interpellating or 

positioning people as classed selves: stabilizing social positions by making it visibleò (Scobey, 204). 

The 20
th
 century ushered in the technology of the automobile, a triumph of individualistic 

mobility.  Not only is the phenomena of the automobile responsible for what Reyner Banham termed the 

ófourth ecologyô of modernityða new relation between man and his environment consisting of an ever-

flowing infrastructure of roadways and highways interconnecting the metropolis, the suburbs, and the 

landscapeðit is also responsible for what could be argued as a new phenomenology, a new ontology of 

man. The automobile is not simply a tool.  Its saturation has imbued a novel and dominant embodiment: 

ña metaphysical merger, a kinesthetic intertwining of the identities of the driver and car that generates a 

distinctive ontology in the form of a person-thing, a humanized car or, alternatively, an automobilized 

personò(Katz, 114). Marshal McLuhan stated that ñthe car has become the carapace, the protective and 

aggressive shell of urban and suburban manò(224).  And indeed the shell of the automobile, the 
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aerodynamic body that propels the automobilized man, yielding space and time as fragmented and 

consumable, also provides a barrier from the contamination of the exterior world. The performance of the 

modern commute is nothing short of flying through a sci-fi óGeorge Jetsonô pneumatic tube system. The 

commuter enters his/her automobile from inside his/her suburban garage, drives for several hours inside 

his/her window-tinted climate-controlled capsule, enters the underground parking of a skyscraping office 

building, shoots up the elevator shaft directly into his/her cubicle, and then reverses the route at the end of 

the ónine-to-fiveô all the way back to bed.   

 In a 1978 performative piece, Ken Lum stood on the side of a highway for 4 consecutive business 

days from 6 a.m. to 8 a.m. as a social intervention of the commuter space of the lower mainland. Dressed 

in blue jeans and a grey hoodie (in contrast to the blue and white collars of commuting work force), Lum 

performed his piece entitled Entertainment for Surrey for the drive by commuters on their way to 

Vancouver (figure 1). Surrey, once a farming community, was quickly transforming into a suburban 

ófeeding troughô for rapid development of Vancouverôs industrial work force.  This simple yet 

transgressive gesture of positioning himself as some alien observer in the same place each day yielded a 

peculiar intercedence of commuter spectatorship.  Lum comments: 

 The first day there was some reaction, the second day there was much more, but on third 

day people ignored me. On the fourth day many of the commuters honked and waved at 

me. (qtd. from Derksen, 50) 

 

On the fifth and last day, Lum installed a white cardboard outline of himself in the same position.  Lumôs 

intervention into the mundane, homogenized space of the commute exposes what could be seen as a 

pathological incarceration of the commuter, a symptom of the socio-economic fissure between and the 

institutions of family and the institutions of industrialized labour.  In other words, it is common practice 

in North America to live and work in separate communities.  In order to afford a decent sized house for a 

nuclear family of 2.5 kids, the blue collar industrial labourer and white collar office serviceman alike 

must sacrifice proximity to their job location and endure the long commute to and from home, spending 
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upwards of 3 hours per day inside their car.  As representative of the commuter regime, a character in 

Chris Markerôs film Le joli mai confesses: 

I have no more good moments except for those I spend between my house and my office. 

I drive, I drive. These days, though, I am not happy even then, because there is too much 

traffic. (qtd. from Baudrillard, 71) 

 

Indeed, the commuter can only tolerate so much.  As the traffic increases (and it always does), the stop-

and-go routine of the bumper-to-bumper gridlock exacerbates and the condition of the initially tolerable 

daily sacrifice strains its toll on the institutionalized commuter. Moreover, with rising gas prices (and they 

always rise), the economic forces continue to threaten the fragile bottom line of the suburban family 

budget, committed to an economic system, which reeks of impending decay.  

 Lumôs piece, framed as óentertainmentô, perhaps mimics the intent of the military spectacle for 

troops with low morale.  The story of the commute possesses an irony not unlike the history of the 

impetus for the automobileôs invention. Initially termed ónon-horse driven cartsô, the automobile, first 

instituted to reduce the pollution caused by horse feces in the streets, is now the leading cause of airborne 

pollutants contributing to the suffocating smog of major urban cities. The automobile, which is marketed 

on the pretense of liberty and spatial freedomðthe modern tool of individualistic escapeðhas in turn 

manifested the pathological incarceration of the commuter. As a momentary remedy, Lum offers 

something out of the ordinary, something to break the monotony of the singular, repetitive, flattened 

space of the commuter.  Banham suggests that ñthe actual experience of driving on the freeways prints 

itself deeply on the conscious mind and unthinking reflexesò (214).  Thus the habitually conditioned 

space of the commute induces symptoms of captivation, tunnel-vision, and involuntary memory. The 

anomaly of Lumôs figure punctuates the commuterôs landscape, screaming into the peripheral rods of 

his/her retina. In other words, Lumôs figure-as-object hails the commuterôs perceptual faculties in what 

could be seen as a reversal of the agency of vision. (This point will be further elaborated upon in 

reference to the Lacanian screen.) Yet the visual transaction between Lum and commuter is one which 
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prompts confusion and inquiry. Lumôs blue jeans and gray hoodie attire along with his apparent free-time 

to loiter during the morning rush hour of the weekday workforce suggests a figure of quintessential 

leisure: the anti-commuter.  His static position and frontal demeanor, retracted from the curb and elevated 

on the grade of the overpass, posits an ambiguous threat on the sanctity of the social codes of the roadway 

infrastructure because this is no place to loiter, no place to spend leisure time. Lum is not a hitchhiker, nor 

is he trying to cross the highway. Lumôs figure necessarily evokes a seed of causal narrativity. The 

conspicuousness of his figure coupled with the ever-changing filmic windshield viewport and the fleeting 

moment of his visual registration begs an interrogation of heightened suspicion: why is he there? (a 

backward projection in time); what is he going to do? (a forward projection in time). Lum, recognizing 

the unique property of his spatio-temporal performance, that of clockwork spectatorship, transforms the 

five day work week into a narrative arc.  The conclusion: a cardboard outline standing in for the 

expectation of his living figure. The outline, representing the forensic chalkline trace of the human 

casualty, indexes the spectral residue of the bodyôs tragic transition from living to non-living, present to 

absent. As such, Lum references the phenomenon of the roadside marker, which indexes the tragic death 

of the roadway mishap, or what could be euphemized as the collateral damage of the automobilized 

society (I further elaborate on the concept of the roadside marker below).  Thus, the seemingly innocuous 

act of standing on the side-of-the-road, renders the mediating forces of automobility visible, transforming 

his body into a site of intersubjective signification; or as Lum so acutely and duplicitously described it 

himself: ñI became a signò (qtd. from Derksen, 51). 

 What remains of Lumôs performance are the photographs that documented the actðan index of 

the event. It is this quality of trace and transfer onto the photograph and its subsequent slippage into the 

syntax of visual language which elucidates the very mechanisms of cultural vision and visibility. As such, 

the lines between event-as-performance and photograph-as-image are blurred in the indexical medium. In 

her essay, ñNotes on the Indexò (1977) Rossalind Krauss articulates the paradox of the photographic code 

within document based art practices of the seventies: 
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 We are obviously dealing with a jettisoning of convention, or more precisely the 

conversion of the pictorial and codes into that of the photographic message without a 

code. In order to do this, the abstract artist adapts his work to the formal character of the 

indexical sign. (66) 

 

Krauss evokes a fundamental problem that has continued to complexify the indexical property of the art 

photograph: that of its indexical signification. Krauss employs (and translates) the Barthesian phrase 

ómessage sans codeô to evaluate its inherent paradox within an art context, a context predicated on a 

historical system of reading images.  

What this [photographic] message specifies is, in effect, that the relation of signified and 

signifier is quasi-tautological. Undoubtedly the photograph implies a certain 

displacement of the scene (cropping, reduction, flattening), but this passage is not a 

transformation (as an encoding must be). é Put another way, the sign of this message is 

no longer drawn from an institutional reserve; it is not coded. And one is dealing here 

with the paradox of a message without a code. (Barthes qtd. from Krauss, 59) 

 

In other words, Barthes purports that the photograph is a message without a code because it is ña 

continuous messageò that does not need translation. However the paradox lies in the result of two parallel 

streams of denotation and connotation.  Barthes suggest that there is a co-existence of two messages (i.e. 

one with a code and one without), however, he insists that it is not a collusion of the two but rather that 

the ñconnoted (or coded) message develops on the basis of a message without a codeò (19).  Furthermore, 

he suggests that the code of this system is ñconstituted by a universal symbolic order é in short by a 

stock of stereotypesò (18).  Thus when examining the property of indexicality we are inevitably dealing 

with the mediating codes of vision and visibility, a system of meaning which is imbued in all transactions 

of looking.  

The coded message, that which can distinguish the icon and symbol from the index, can be 

pragmatically (and pedagogically, as a lesson in semiotics) applied to the road-side traffic sign. The 

symbols of the roadway infrastructure are presumed to be concrete, ubiquitous, and infallible: red means 

stop and green means go and the walking white figure means that it is safe to cross the road.  The 

denotation of the coloured red light is arbitrary and thus heavily coded, whereas the icon of the walking 
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man depicts the act it is specifically permitting, or rather the act it is mediating. However, it is the 

mediated traffic sign and the systems it supports and engenders, which, upon interrogation, reveals an 

underbelly of radical connotation: the nature of a socio-economic infrastructure of seeing and being seen.  

Ironically enough, the biography of Roland Barthes concludes with a useful segue into my 

argument. On February 5
th
,1983, Roland Barthes was struck down by a laundry truck in the streets of 

Paris. Similar to the narrative of Giacometti, this casual event significantly redirected the career of 

Barthes. However unlike Giacometti who limped away with a story, Barthes died from complications of 

his injuries one month later.  Death, or more specifically the untimely deathðthat is, to die before your 

timeðis undoubtedly the ultimate manifestation of causality.  It is evidenced by both the nature of the 

autopsy (to determine the cause of death) and the dominant trope of literary finality (the conditions that 

led to the protagonistôs ultimate downfall). It is of course the anxiety of positing a counterfactuality, 

which summons and surfaces the phenomenology of causality and presents temporality as a mode of 

visibility.  In other words, if hindsight is knowing then knowing the cause suggests that the effect could 

have been avoided: óhad Barthes heeded to the flashing red hand...ô, óhad the laundry truck been late...ô, 

óhad the weather been rainy...ô  The constructs of past and future pivot on the tipping point of 

counterfactuality and parasitize the present. Causality is thus a temporal line of sight: one must look both 

ways toward the past and future before tempting the lingering spectres of cause-and-effect. 

Now, I canôt help but point out the irony of Barthesô demise: the man who celebrated a modern 

ñrelish in drivingò and adorned (adored) the industrial design of the Citroen as ñalmost the exact 

equivalent of the great Gothic cathedralsò only to be bowled down by the most utilitarian, most non-

aerodynamic vehicle of them all (The New Citroen, 89). Perhaps the irony can be associated to the fate of 

the Greek philosopher Thales, who fell in the well while contemplating the stars. Nonetheless, when the 

peripatetic thinker goes a-wandering, he/she too must maintain a certain respect for the authority of the 

mediated traffic system ï or pay the price and experience firsthand what happens when accelerated metal, 

plastic, and glass meets skin, bone, and flesh. 
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But this is all too foreseeable. The roadway is a no manôs land. To step out into the road is to step 

into the lionôs den. The typical suburban child, inculcated by the ódoctrine of the curbô, will remind you 

that the asphalt surface of the road is not a place to play: that to cross the edge of the grass of the front 

yard microcosm is to venture off the edge of the earth. But the reason mom and dad inject a healthy daily 

dose of fear is because it is fear alone that will keep their children safe.  The yellow diamond óChildren at 

playô caution sign is hardly enough to ensure the infallible attention of the speeding motorist (figure 2). 

Perhaps the onus is neither on the child nor on the motorist but is properly placed on the efficacy of the 

traffic systemôs modes of mediation.  In other words, is the role of the mediating caution sign to mark the 

possibility of the event as an effective means to prevent its occurrence?  If so then the act of pounding the 

sign into the ground is an attempt to drive a stake into the heart of causality, to mark the spatial location 

of the future event but also to block and cease the insistent flow of its temporal potentiality. But the 

mediated system possesses a peculiar disavowal of the mishapôs inevitability and increasing frequency.  

The socio-economic regime of automobility has far too much invested and thus it blankets the body count 

with municipal programs that litter the urban landscape with an imbroglio of signage, pushing the limits 

of comprehensibility and the threshold of visual exhaustion (figure 3). 

In the small Dutch town of Dracthen, a traffic engineer by the name of Hans Monderman 

proposed and put in effect what seemed like a radically counterintuitive plan to reduce roadway mishaps.  

Overnight, with some public warning of course, Monderman completely removed all the traffic signs 

from the town, effacing the (Western) system of mediation. Mondermanôs method is simple: ñbuild roads 

that seem dangerous, and theyôll be safer.ò(qtd. from McNichol) The apparent effect of the traffic sign 

erasure prompted greater occurrence of immediate transactionsðtransactions of contactðand 

dramatically reduced the frequency of roadway collision and incidents. 

Paul Hiebert insists that the principles underlying the infrastructure of traffic systems in a society 

can be applied to the understanding of the socio-cultural behaviour that constitutes that society (326).  

Hiebert conducted a case study to compare the traffic patterns in Seattle to the traffic patterns in 
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Hyderabad, India. His conclusion was that Seattleôs traffic system is heavily mediated by automated lights 

and signs where traffic is segregated into arenas of differentiated speed.  The overall system is highly 

ordered, with signs warning of upcoming hazards, directions for off-ramps, and infalliable codes designed 

to minimize the possibility of a collision.  As Banham notes, ñthese signs can be the most psychologically 

unsettling of all aspects of the freeway ï it seems incredibly bizarre when a sign directs one into the far 

left lane for an objective clearly visible on the right of the carriageway, but the sign must be believedò 

(219). The counter effect of this mediated system, however, is to minimize the direct interaction between 

motorists and pedestrians.  Hiebert terms these direct interactions as immediate transactions.  Hyderabad, 

which to the outsider appears to lack an ordered system of traffic, is founded on a system of immediate 

transactions: physical, eye-to-eye, haptic transactions.  It is bodily, gestural registration between motorists 

and pedestriansðas well as bicycles, scooters, auto-rickshaws, camels, etc. ðin very crowded arenas of 

close proximity, which serve to direct flow without the mediation of signage.   

And indeed, I agree with Hiebert that social behaviour is inextricably linked to traffic patterns; 

but I am hesitant to discuss a direct determination of one to the other, moreover to reinforce any East to 

West ideological binaries.  However, I live in Vancouver and Iôve travelled through India and can I attest 

to observable distinctions in motorist-pedestrian proximity, a certain lack of trepidation and fear, an 

absence of separation and impermeability. What I observe as a collection of nail-biting near-misses is 

perhaps just an alternate mode of transacting (video figure 4). Moreover, my observation perhaps 

indicates far more about the ideological stronghold of so called óorderô that the mediating system of North 

America has on me. When I sit idle at a red traffic light at three oôclock in the morning with no person or 

automobile in sight, I must concede that I am a subject of the imagined scrutiny of the Foucaultian 

panoptic regime. 

Unlike iconic traffic signage, which offers mediation in the form of foresight, the phenomenon of 

the roadside markers stands as an index of the past tragic accident: a hindsight. These ad-hoc memorials 

honour the unfortunate fate of the lost individuals--the casualties of mobilityðbut also function as 



The Figure on the Side-of-the-Road: Automobility and Cinematic Causality Scott Billiings 

   Page 12 of 29 

 

indicators of a hazardous road zone: a zone perhaps overlooked by the foresight of the mediating traffic 

system.  These markers resonate as a complex confluence of signification.  Whether the signifier is a 

white cross or a bounty of flowers wrapped around the offending street light pole, the roadside marker 

signifies in a similar manner as the effigy of a gravesite but possesses a remarkably distinct concentration 

of visibility (figure 5).  Where the grave indicates the resting place of the individualôs body and is 

typically removed from sight, displaced to the heterotopias of cemeteries, the roadside marker indexes the 

spatial location of the individualôs demise, perhaps the location of his/her last moments of life, and 

projects directly into the concentrated stream of vision predominated to the act of driving: an amplified 

condition of looking.  The singular effect of the event is quite evident to all motorists: death. The specific 

cause however is left pending and open. The motorist is then thrust into a backward projection of 

causality, through a rewinding of narrativity, unwittingly assessing the finite handful of causes that could 

be surmised (bad weather, impaired driving, etc).  The marker acts as an eye-opener, breaking the 

normalized disavowal of the hazardous potential of roadway travel. Moreover, should one be so óluckyô to 

encounter the recent aftermath of a collision, the buried potential of a mishap rushes to the surface and the 

motorist is immediately reminded of the tragic susceptibility to all who enlist in the regime of 

automobility.  Baudrillard suggests a novel intimacy effected by the liberty of mobility and its 

concomitant lingering potential of death, the ultimate immobility: 

[T]he intimacy of the car arises from an accelerated space-time metabolism and, 

inextricably, from the fact that the car may at any time become the locus of an accident: 

the culmination in a chance event - which may in fact never occur but is always 

imagined, always involuntarily assumed to be inevitable - of that intimacy with oneself, 

that formal liberty, which is never so beautiful as in death. (71) 

 

The complete mise-en-scène of the accident can be conjured: dissected car parts and metal shrapnel 

scattered about, flashing lights of red and blue reflecting in the steaming pools of blood and radiator fluid, 

uniformed service men consoling the victims with wrapped blankets, rushing to cleanup and tow away the 

wreckage so that blocked roadway arteries can flow freely once again. If one is so fortunate to encounter 

the recent aftermath of the accident, the inclination to gawk is overwhelming. The effect of this insatiable 
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sight is evidenced in the traffic jam that results not from the direct spatial impedence of the accident, but 

on the other side of the highway, the other side of the guard rail, where the aggregate tendency to slow 

down to get a better look culminates into something akin to the long line at the amusement park freak 

show attraction.  My point here is to commensurate driving, looking, and causality into the medium of the 

film and narrative thrust of cinema.  

 Margaret Crawford asserts that the automobile ñhas distanced the driver from a traditional sense 

of reality, dematerializing the world beyond the windshield; é substance is reduced to the level of image, 

a strictly visual event that does not invite participation.ò (227)  .The distanciative view from inside an 

automobile can be likened to a televisual or cinematic experience, where the windshield mimics the film 

screen and the fragmentation of an accelerated movement in space mimics the artificial duration of filmic 

montage. Theorists of early film spectatorship commonly relate the experience of cinema to the 

disembodied sensation of riding the railway: 

The sensation of separation which the traveler feels on viewing the rapidly passing 

landscape has much in common with the theatrical experience of the spectator. 

Separation joins discontinuity as one of the fundamental conditions of the new mode of 

perception which the cinema was to introduce into modern society and help to 

institutionalize as natural. (Musser, 260) 

 

 

It is specifically the normalization of the collusive effect between mobility and cinema which 

consummates the modern subject as both being and spectator.  Moreover, modernityôs emphasis of vision 

as the dominant perceptual faculty (over hearing, smell, and touch) relays a particular severing 

mechanism on the body, such that perception is displaced from a truly ecological relationship.  Jonathan 

Crary suggests that the beginning of modernism can be associated to ñthe historical moment in which 

visual perception is relocated as fully embodied é the way was paved for the historical emergence of 

autonomous vision understood as a corporealization of sensationò (44).  In other words, perception, which 

was once a confluence of bodily tacility, has been reconfigured into a single channel of spatial interaction 

directed solely by the mediating forces of vision and visibility.  I further argue that the cinematic 
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experience specific to driving a carðthat is, the state of automobilityðfurther complexifies the 

correspondence between mobility and spectatorship. Beyond the passive voyeuristic state of railway 

travel, the automobilized man performs an active role in spectation.  Indeed, driving is about seeing.  The 

roadway is predicated on a mode of speed analogous with looking: that which lies ahead, that which sits 

in the path of the moving vehicle, that which comes nextðthe future eventðis perceived, anticipated, 

and understood in advance.  Similarly, the hallmarks of montage of narrative cinema are founded on the 

visual cues which actuate ña sensory motor linkageò (Deleuze) in the spectatorôs body, pulled along the 

linear progression of narrativity, through a corporeal language of causality. Thus, the individualized 

control over the driven vehicle suggests a far more intimate, auteuristic relationship with the nature of 

both cinema and space and time: the capacity to advance and retreat but more importantly, the capacity to 

set forth chaosðto crash, to kill, to maimðand thus to engage in a sacred yet fragile negotiation with the 

specters of causality.  As Annete Michelson reminds us ñto describe movement is difficult é  it is to 

confront that thrill on the deepest level of filmic enterprise, to recognize the privileged character of the 

medium as being in itself the promise of an incomparable, and unhoped for, grasp upon the nature of 

causalityò (182 qtd. Mulvey, emphasis added). My point of course is to highlight an inextricable link 

between automobility and cinema, a link which both mediates and constitutes our perceptual faculties, but 

moreover, to emphasize that the very act of looking through the windshield is to unwittingly evoke the 

lingering forces of cause-and-effect: to look is be in contact with causality.  

I argue that the complex locus of intersubjectivity present in the transaction-gaze between 

motorist and roadside figure is highly mediated by this mode of cinematic causality.  Before I address the 

specific scenarios of this transaction-gaze I believe it is necessary to describe how this cinematic causality 

exists in a paradox of copy and contactðthe optic and the haptic. Furthermore, in my ambition to 

construct an image of a spectre that lingers at the side-of-the-road, I also claim a certain agency for this 

spectre, that its mode of mediation is not only predicated by symbolic associations but suggest that it 

possesses a latent violence.  The classic subject-to-subject gaze cannot be apply to the transaction-gaze.  
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This is due to modes of mediation particular to the transaction such as the urban traffic infrastructure, the 

relative motion between motorist and roadside figure, and the carapace that divides them.  As such, I 

suggest that the transaction is commensurable with a subject-object gaze and the indexical nature of the 

photograph and the filmic frame: a causal contact. 

 Honoré de Balzac described the process of photography as the result of thin diaphanous 

membranes moving through the air and lens and registering on a photographic plate. Although the 

proposition sounds absurd to us, contradicting the foundations of light and perspective, Michael Taussig 

maintains that to ñsee something is to be in contact with that somethingò(21).  When investigating the 

mechanism of seeing in physics and physiology, we find a ray of light emanating from object that makes 

contact with the eye and, via the enigmatic complexity of the visual cortex, produces a copy of that 

object, albeit a culturally attuned copy of that object. Taussig suggests that ñcopy and contact merge to 

become virtually identicalò; that they are simply different moments within the one singular process of 

seeing (21).  As such a physical, palpable, haptic connection is attained between the body of the 

perceiving subject and the object being perceived.   

 In a similar vein, Jacques Lacan purports that in addition to classic perspectival subject-object 

relation of vision, the perceiving subject is also under the regard of the objectðthat the gaze in fact 

emanates from the object.  Hal Foster suggests that ñLacan imagines the gaze not only as maleficent but 

as violent, a force that can arrest, even kill, if it is not disarmed firstò (140).  As such both the subject and 

object-gaze are given special agency and apprehension and are positioned in a paranoid standoff toward 

one another. It is the Lacanian screen, superimposed with the perceived image, which becomes the locus 

of mediation between this standoff.  Foster explains that this screen can be understood as ñthe convention 

of art, the schemata of representation, or the codes of visual culture [which] mediates the object-gaze for 

the subject, but also protects the subject from this object-gazeò (140). In other words, it is the nature of 

symbolic meaning inherent to subjectivity and the faculties of perception which capture the gaze and tame 

it as an image. 
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 Thus photography has come to inform the very ways in which we understand both vision and the 

system of meanings that interconnect social reality. There exists a slippage between the atavistic vision of 

early man and the modern physiognomic world, a space that captures vision.  Much of Douglas Gordonôs 

work employs referents of cinema, infusing the materiality of film and narrative back onto the cultural 

and social fabrics from which they manifest. It is the physiognomic worldðthe world as a faceðthat 

radiates the entity of cinema that has infected it.  As film theorist Christian Metz purports ñfilm ia  a 

parasite of the realò (qtd. from Lippit, 184).  In a seemingly humble photographic piece entitled Psycho 

Hitchhiker, Gordon depicts himself standing on the median of a 4-lane roadway holding a handwritten 

sign on a piece of torn cardboard reading the word ópsychoô (figure 6).  Gordon performs the role of the 

hitchhiker, ña kind of parasite of the automobileò (Wollen, 20). This particular phenomenon of 

automobility turns the altruisms of the motorist into a viable means of transport to the disadvantaged 

traveler. Denoted by the upraised thumb or a sign indicating his/her destination, the hitchhiker addresses 

oncoming traffic at the very edge of the road, often walking backwards to enhance the likelihood of 

pickup through eye-to-eye contact. Gordon of course transgresses the code of this transaction-

performance by replacing the destination with the word ópsychoô. A reference to Hitchcockôs classic 

thriller, the word ópsychoô evokes the seeds of trepidation, fostering the underlying anxiety of human 

interaction instilled by the Hollywood and urban legends alike. Mike Davis, like many others, places 

culpability on the ñthe media, whose function in this area is to bury and obscure the daily economic 

violence of the city and ceaselessly throw up specters of criminal underclasses and psychotic stalkers 

(224).ò Douglasô position on the road solicits the compassion of the motorist but his sign belies his 

gesture, reifying the stereotype of his black-toqued, baggy-clothed criminal disposition. The act is not so 

much to label himself as a psycho, but to label the hidden narrative of psychotic activity that plagues the 

urban landscape. Like the invisible viruses that render us ill, the ethereal cinematic causality of óvery bad 

menô collects and pools in the back-alley of the city and the back-mind of the vigilant citizen. It is as if 

every node of the urban social environment, every square foot of planned space, has been exposed to the 

toxins of horrific violence and mayhem: spatial pores that ooze Hollywood tropes.  
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 I argue that it is specifically the ñsensory motor linkageò characteristic of the action-based 

montage of cinema that actuates these tropes. Deleuze purports that the staple of what he calls the 

ómovement-imageô is the rational, commensurable links that exist not only between scenes and shots of a 

montage sequence, but between all elements: characters, sets, and objects (21).  Looking closely at 

Gordonôs photograph, and considering it to be instead a singular frameða singular point of contactð

within the movement-image, we see not a static image but an ever-unfolding of cinematic causality. I 

argue that the propelling force of montage, as the dominant representation of causality, has imprinted 

itself on the retina. In other words, the very act of looking actuates the physical world in a sort of visual 

momentum.  Further, the mise-en-scène possesses a linkage of agency emanating from both subjects and 

objects, collectively actuating the next interrelation.   The guard rail in the back, for instance, is bent from 

what I assume to be a traffic accident, the location where a car accidentally drove off the road.  The guard 

rail, which functions to divide and protect pedestrians, underscores an impending vulnerability towards 

Gordonôs figure which is highly susceptible to collision. It reveals a certain irony of danger insofar as 

Douglasô psychotic figure somehow reverses the inherent hazard and peril of this motorist-pedestrian 

transaction.  How can the speeding carapace of the automobilized man fear the figure on the side-of-road? 

It is because the projection of causality permeates the protective shell. On the one hand, vision and 

locomotion in terms of speed and duration are virtually identical. On the other hand, in terms of contact 

and exposure they contradict: locomotion is the state of evasion and escape; and vision is the state of 

encounter and proximity. To stop your car is to invite the threats of contact and contamination.  To look is 

to be in contact and in Gordonôs photo we see a landscape devoid of all interactivity, all visibility. The 

roadway has been suspiciously effaced of traffic. It is as if fear has dominated and prevailed over this city, 

manifesting a place where everyone is safe because no one leaves their home.  And this poor, lonely 

psycho hitchhiker has no one left to kill.  

 In City of Quartz, Mike Davis issues an overarching dystopic view of the urban environment, 

recounting the fear and segregation symptomatic of the constructed divisions of socio-economic classes. 
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 The contemporary opprobrium attached to the term óstreet personô is in itself a harrowing 

index of the devaluation of public spaces. To reduce contact with untouchables, urban 

redevelopment has converted once vital pedestrian streets into traffic sewers and 

transformed public parks into temporary receptacles for the homeless and wretched. The 

American city, as many critics have recognized, is being systematically turned inside out 

ï or rather, outside in. (226) 

 

In many scenarios, to be on the side-of-the-road is to be on the other side of privilege. The figure on the 

side-of-the-road, I suggest, can be regarded as a direct signifier of the disenfranchised.  The homeless, 

considered as the statistical collateral damage of capitalism, are forced to claim marginal territories for 

living spaces and often become the sight of informal and illegal economies of sex and drug trade.  As 

such, one could say that the homeless have ótaken back the streetsô and reconstituted the codes of 

intersubjectivity.  The motorist, by the very fact that they are in the economically privileged position of 

being inside a car, utilize and hence occupy a completely alternate space of the built environment in 

relation to the disenfranchised.  For instance, you canôt get a burger at a late night Wendyôs restaurant 

drive thru if you donôt bring your car: service is refused to those on foot. In areas of the city such as the 

lower east side (LES) of Vancouver where homelessness is high, the streets are transformed from 

primarily transitory spaces to sedentary living spaces. As such, the codes of traffic and mobility simply do 

not apply. The motorist must then be extremely cautious of roadway presence and the possibility of 

sporadic jaywalking.  It is interesting however that jaywalking is a common ticketed offence on the lower 

east side.  Police exploit the jaywalking offence as means to warrant search and seizure, typically under 

the suspicion of drug trafficking.  To enter the street, to cross the boundary of the curb, is to relinquish 

your rights as a citizen.  

 As posited earlier, the automobile offers a certain quarantine from the exterior world.  In film 

production, the classic shot from the front of the automobile, ironically depicting locomotion, is typically 

shot from a fixed position within a closed studio set. The actors are fixed within the highly controlled 

staged environment of fabricated daylight, blowing fans, and a rearview green-screen to simulate motion. 

I suggest that this cinematic depiction of the automobile is not unlike the experience of actually driving a 

car, where the hermetic seal of the modern carapace offers an isolating buffer from the outside elements. 
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As such the privileged view from within the automobile directed toward the figure on the side-of-the-

road, especially the disenfranchised person, transmits a visual slippage between contact and a separation.   

Roy Ardenôs video installation ironically entitled ñCitizenò (2000) features a documentary style 

moving image of a young man seated on a concrete island-median amongst the sea of a busy traffic 

intersection (figure 7).  His static and conspicuous position, along with his hoodie sweatshirt attire and 

adjacent pile of personal belongings, cause the viewer to quickly read this individual as a óstreet personô 

and immediately recognize the distinct class division between the disenfranchised man and the many 

motorists that pass by. It also becomes evident that the video is being recorded by a camcorder from 

inside a car and as such our position as viewer is one which mimics the privileged view of the other 

motorists. Of particular importance to the structure of the video is the slowed down frame rate which 

works to upend the non-arresting quality of the moving image. Like the viewing of a gallery exhibition 

sculpture, the viewerôs perspective moves and orbits around the figure until the car is halted by the 

intersection traffic signal.  Immobile, the viewfinder is now directly before the figure, peering through the 

windshield. Suddenly the young man turns his head and makes direct eye contact with the camera. 

Although this gaze lasts for only a brief moment in reality, the ultra slow frame rate serves to transform 

this moment into what seems like an eternity.  The young manôs awareness of the camera creates an 

undeniable anxiety in the viewer, where the anonymity and security of the voyeuristic act is substituted by 

unsettling paranoia and projections of violence and retaliation. It is precisely this moment of direct eye 

contact that serves to break the hermetic seal of the privileged car-position. Stopped at an intersection the 

cinematic experience of viewing is reversed and the motorist is now subject to being viewed.  As such the 

car acts as a carapace only if it remains in constant motion, since motion constitutes the momentum and 

security of perpetual escape. The informal economy of the so called squeegee culture relies heavily on the 

reversal of the mobile-immobile relationship.  The motorist, trapped at the intersection, temporally 

imprisoned in his car, is susceptible to the pitch of the squeegee salesman who leaves his static position 

on the side of road and roams freely through the cars.  Most motorists know that the only way to refuse 
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squeegee service is to avoid eye contact, since eye contact acts as the contractual obligation of 

preauthorized payment and an invitation to commence squeegee-to-windshield contact.  

The side-of-the-road facilitates a wide range of informal economies. From the valet parker 

gratuity to the drive by prostitute pick-up, these socio-economic transactions institute class divisions and 

systemic racism through a particular urban visibility. Looking at the sign in figure 8a depicting a mother 

and child walking at a relaxed pace and the sign in figure 8b depicting a father and mother running, 

frantically pulling their child along, we see immediate distinctive connotations of class. The former sign, 

found typically in school zones, connotes the serenity of childhood and the privilege of the educated class.  

The latter sign, found along freeways near the US-Mexico border, depicts the illegal border-crossing 

family scurrying across the road, fleeing from the eyes of immigration authorities. A radical connotative 

switch is instituted through the spatial location of the sign but, more importantly, through a very minor 

iconic alteration of the supposed óanonymousô black figures.  Likewise, the position of visible minority 

standing on the side-of-the-road is commonly a result of socio-economic currents. 

Visible minority employment is prevalent in many urban construction industries. This may be 

attested to a combination of language insufficiencies of the worker for the service industry, low wage 

high skill exploitation by the construction company, and government sanctioned óequal opportunityô 

quotas. The visibility of minorities in these labour roles creates the conditions for systemic racism to 

flourish. Roadside construction sites of course possess a high motorist visibility. These sites will typically 

employ an individual to mediate the flow of traffic with a handheld sign prompting motorists to reduce 

their speed. The effectiveness of this particular entry level task hinges on the physical presence of the 

living animated body. When the body is replaced by a static sign, or even an automated radar system 

displaying the motoristôs speed, the effect is minimized as motorists are unlikely to temporarily subside 

their allegiance to momentum.  Other interesting strategies have been employed to combat the ineffective 

óWorkers aheadô sign and although I cannot attest to their effectiveness, their intent is quite apparent.  The 

óMy Mommy Works Hereô sign (figure 9) intends to extract a particular compassion from the motorist.  
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Noting the ócrayon styleô typeface and backward ósô, the sign attempts to index a specific young child, 

reminding the motorist that the workers have sons and daughters. Further to the intent of the indexing 

sign, constructions sites have begun to use 1:1 scale photographic signs depicting a stereotypical worker 

in his/her work attire embracing his/her children in an arrangement synonymous with a kitschy family 

portrait from a department store studio.  It is the intent of the 1:1 scale to create a dioramic illusion of the 

actual presence of a person and children and thus ótrickô the motorist into reducing his/her speed. A 

number of incarnations/instantiations of this sign have been implemented depicting different families of 

different ethnicities (two are shown in figure 10).  The anonymous black figure icon is now a specific 

indexed subject, and the connotations and social implications of how and where these specific óversionsô 

are administered is susceptible to assisting forces of systemic subjugation (especially when government 

administered). 

A phenomenon prevalent to many major urban centers is the queue of unemployed skilled 

labourers along a particular street, each with a bag of tools and a sign denoting their particular trade. It is 

quite common for these tradesmen to not have legitimate working status and thus the individual who 

picks up and employs them does so óunder the tableô. More importantly, under this informal economy, 

one must be visible in order to indicate availability to work.  In a photographic piece Turista, Francis 

Alÿs stands amongst this line of visible tradesmen in Mexico.  However, in a satirical manner, Alÿs 

displays at his sign reading óTuristaô, meaning tourist. This simple transgressive gesture points toward the 

socio-ecomonic conditions that have manifested the phenomenon of the tradesman line. Alÿs, as the 

visible touristðboth visibly white and visibly taller than the adjacent Mexicansðprojects his otherness of 

associated privilege through the physiognomy and attire of leisure. Alÿs equates the act of sightseeing and 

the mobility of tourism with the visibility of side-of-the-road economies and immobility of low class 

workers.  The inscription of being a tourist in the world means to see and be seen.  But Alÿsô effective 

inversion of urban visibility, a phenomenon that was perhaps initiated by the 19
th
 century promenade, 
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illuminates both the ruptures of the socio-economic modern world and the side-of-the-road as the specific 

site for its residue.  

The indexical, causal, and contactual quality of the photograph serves to reify the coded and 

uncoded paradox inherent to vision and visibility. Through performance and the documentary image, the 

artistic practices of Ken Lum, Douglas Gordon, Roy Arden, and Francis Alÿs, and specifically the 

artworks described in this paper, evoke the socio-economic tensions that underlie the intersubjective 

visual transactions of urbanity. It is the particular gaze that exists between the motorist and the figure on 

the side-of-the-road, mediated by both the traffic signage infrastructure of the built environment and the 

quarantine quality of the automobile-carapace, which elucidates the structures of class division and the 

systemic forces that normalize them. I have argued that the act of looking is inextricable from mobility, 

that one comes to determine the other. Moreover I have attempted to articulate a persistent specter of 

cinematic causality lingering at the side-of-the-road resulting from the commensurability of driving and 

cinema. To look is to make contact with the physical nature of causality like the filmic triggers of 

montage.  In other words, automobility and cinema have colluded and come to parasitize the faculties of 

perception. The application of this theory demands that the figure on the side-of-the-road be regarded as a 

locus for modern intersubjectivity, where mobility and visibility infinitely entangle with contact and 

causality. 
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Figures

 

Figure 1: Entertainment for Surrey, Ken Lum, 1978 

 

CƛƎǳǊŜ нΥ Ψ/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǘ ǇƭŀȅΩ ǎƛƎƴ 
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Figure 3: Visual Exhaustion of traffic signage  

 

     
 

Figure 4: Stills from India videos of mobility-proximity (please play videos on CD) 

 

    

Figure 5: Roadside markers/memorials 
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Figure 6: Psycho Hitchhiker, Douglas Gordon, 1993  

 

 

Figure 7: Citizen, Roy Arden,  2000 
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Figure 8a: School crossing sign Figure 8b: CǊŜŜǿŀȅ ΨŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŎǊƻǎǎƛƴƎΩ ǎƛƎƴ 
   

 

CƛƎǳǊŜ фΥ Ψaȅ aƻƳƳȅ ²ƻǊƪǎ IŜǊŜΩ ǘŜȄǘ ǎƛƎƴ 

 

 


