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ABSTRACT

Thisarticleusesaphilosophicalhermeneuticperspectivetopresentareadingofselectedastronaut
spaceselfiesbydrawingonideasofMichelSerres,PaulVirilio,HannahArendt,BonnieMann,Joanna
Zylinska,NicholasMirzoeff,andW.J.T.Mitchell.Theimageoftheastronautisunpackedasavisual
apocalyptictropethatembodiescollectivedreamsofgoingbeyondEarthinpost-Earthprojections.
MichelSerresdistinguishedbetweentworegimesofpollution,namely“hardpollution”and“soft
pollution.”TheauthorusesSerres’sdistinctionbetweenhardandsoftpollutiontoinvestigatetheimage
oftheastronautasanagentofpost-Earthdreams.Theessayasks:Arespaceselfiespotentialsoft
pollutioninMichelSerres’sterms?Theconclusiondrawnafterconsideringevidenceofspacetravel
onhumanphysiologyandpsychologyisthatalthoughastronautsmaybe“marvelousmessengers,”
theirimagesmostlyactassoftpollutionthatpositionsviewersinaparticularwaytowardEarth.
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What we do today depends on our image of the future
rather than the future depending on what we do today (Prigogine, 2014, p. 5)

INTRoDUCTIoN 

Weliveinan“image-dominatednetworksociety”(Mirzoeff,2016,p.11)inwhichimagesandsigns
constantlyinfiltrateandfloodpublicandnaturalspaces.Oneofthoseimagesthathaverecentlyfilled
ourscreensandmindsistheimageoftheastronaut,notablysincerecentlywecelebratedthe50th
anniversaryoftheApollo11Moonlandingin1969.However,evenbeforetheanniversaryofthe
Moonlanding,theimageoftheastronauthasbecomeprevalent,fillingalbumcovers,showingupin
advertisementsandonlinememes,artexhibitions,becomingadominantthemeinrecentblockbuster
filmsandahitonsocialnetworkingsiteswithastronautselfiesorspaceselfies.1Inwhatfollows,Iaim
tohermeneuticallyandiconologicallyexploretheimageoftheastronautasanagentthatembodies
particularideasandperceptionsaboutEarth.Althoughtheideasandimagesmaybecompetingand
evenopposing,Iarguethereisacurrenttropethatdepictsouterspacenotonlyaslivablebutvery
bearable.Thus,theastronautispopularlypresentedasa“marvelousmessenger”oflifebeyondEarth,
whileitisatthesametimepossibletoidentifytheastronautasavisualtropethatsoftly“pollute”
ourimaginationsduringtheearlytwenty-firstcentury.HereIwanttousetheFrenchphilosopherof
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science,MichelSerres’s(1930–2019)distinctionbetween“hard”and“soft”pollutiontoinvestigate
theimageoftheastronauthermeneuticallyasanagentthatpropagatespost-Earthdreams.

Imagesmanifestourconsciousandunconscioushopes,repressedfears,dreams,fantasies,realities,
andnightmares.ImagesareimplicatedinideasandviceversabecauseasW.J.T.Mitchell(1986)
notes,ideacomesfromtheGreekwordmeaningto see(p.5).Toseeanimageisalso,insomesense,
“tosee”anideabecauseideasfindlikenessesinimages.Asan“abstract,general,spiritual‘likeness’”
(Mitchell,1986,p.31),imagesmakevisiblewhatmayhaveotherwiseremainedinvisible.Images
andideasdonotstandinaonetoonecorrelationthoughbutworkmoreinadoubledordoubling
relation.Toaskwhattheimageoftheastronautmakesvisibleisalsothentoaskwhattheimage
representsintermsofidealikeness.Doimagesofastronautsrevealanoptimismaboutanintergalactic
future?IsitautopianeagernesstoleaveEarthbehindthatresidesintheastronautimageorisita
dystopianmirageheraldingthebleakprospectofwhaturbanistandphilosopherPaulVirilio(2010,
p.102)termsan“extraterrestrialandexobiological”future?Whattypeofworldisimaginedthrough
theimageoftheastronaut?

Inwhatfollows,theimageoftheastronautisunpackedasavisual“apocalyptictrope”(Zylinska,
2018,chap.“Apocalypse,Now!”)thatembodiescollectivedreamsofgoingbeyondEarth,inwhat
Ihavetermedpost-Earth projections.2ThevisionofleavingEarthbehindisnotanewconjecture,
withwarningsof“world-alienation”(p.6)intheageofscience,alreadysignaledbyHannahArendt
in1958.WhatArendt(1958)reflectsonistheeagernessofscientiststoforgetthat“theearthisthe
quintessenceofthehumancondition”andinfactthatthe“earthlynature”(p.2)maybeuniqueinthe
universetoprovidehumanswithahabitatwheretheycanmoveandbreatheunaided.Arendtshows
thatthedevolutionofEarth,asamaterialnecessityforourexistence,infavorofthefreedomofthe
humansubject(freedfromnecessities),isaprojectofthemodernworld(1958,p.6).Thetrajectory
ofmodernworldalienationcannotberetracedhere,butasafeministscholar,BonnieMann(2006)
showsmostbody-unfriendlydreamsofdisembodimenttreatthebodyasaformofimprisonmentjust
asthosesameprepositionsaretransferredtotheEarthasaformofprison-house.

It isnot toargue that lifebeyondEarth isnotpossible, themanyouterspacemissionshave
undoubtedlyestablishedthat life is indeedpossibleorrather lifecanbesustainedinouterspace
forlimitedperiods.Butitismoreaquestionofwhattypeoflifeispossiblepost-Earth?Andiflife
issustainableindeepspace,isitnecessarilybearable?Eventhoughthehumanlabelhasbecome
precarious within recent Anthropocene, non-human, post-human, and interspecies debates (and
rightlysoinmanyinstances),itisnecessarytoasktheobvious,namely,ifwegobeyondEarth,can
westillbeconsideredtobehuman?Isbeinghuman,forbetterorworse,notintimatelylinkedtothe
Earth,asArendtsuggests?

HARD AND SoFT PoLLUTIoN

MichelSerresdistinguishedbetweentworegimesofpollution,namelyhard pollutionthatreferstothe
physicaldestructionofnature,whilesoft pollutioninvolvesthedestructionoftheworldthroughsigns.
Serres’sworkhasbeenfashionedbytwoformsofscientificthinking,namelythermodynamics(19th
century),andinformationtheory(the1950sonwards;Connor,2009,p.5).Throughthesescientific
theories,he shows the interconnectednessofmatter and information,wherematter is associated
withhardandinformationwithsoft.Imagesandsignscommunicateinformationandaccordingly
fallonthesideofthesoftbuttheyhaveadefiniteimpactonthehard,ormatter.Serresclarifiedthe
differencebetweenhardandsoftpollutionasfollows:

Let us define two [types of pollution] and clearly distinguish them from one another: first the hard, 
and second the soft. By the first I mean on the one hand solid residues, liquids, and gases, emitted 
throughout the atmosphere by big industrial companies or gigantic garbage dumps, the shameful 
signature of big cities. By the second, tsunamis of writing, signs, images, and logos flooding rural, 
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