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Figure 1. Spectators at Invisible Cinema at Anthology Film Archives, New York, 1971-74. 

Photo credit: Gamze Yeşı̇ldağ, “Invisible Cinema, A Movie Viewing Machine”, Dry Clean Only 
Magazine (Dec 2020). https://drycleanonlymagazine.com/en/invisible-cinema-a-movie-

viewing-machine/. 
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Invisible Cinema and the Disappearing Collective 
 
The experimental filmmaker Peter Kubelka’s design for an Invisible 
Cinema—first realized in the Anthology Film Archives in New York from 
1970-74—offered an oddly specific apparatus for spectatorship, aiming to 
eliminate all peripheral distractions and concentrate the viewer’s attention 
solely on the screen. Kubelka wanted “to make the screen [the viewer's] 
whole world, by eliminating all aural and visual impressions extraneous to 
film.”1 The ceiling, walls, and seats were covered in black velvet, and 
everything was dark except for minimal exit signs and aisle lights. The 
approximately ninety seats, arranged in rows on a steep gradient, were 
designed like isolated pods with partitioned side blinders and high backs 
such that no one could see or hear their neighbors. Viewers were prevented 
from entering or leaving the theater once the show started and were strongly 
discouraged from talking or making noises. Kubelka’s design insisted that 
“the cinema's function was to bring ‘the filmed message from the author to 
the beholder with a minimum of loss’; the film should ‘completely dictate the 
sensation of space.’”2  
 
While no doubt an extreme design to generate an immersive experience, 
Invisible Cinema was, in a sense, the epitome of a wider tendency in film 
criticism and theory which treats spectators as individualized subjects in an 
uninterrupted relationship with the filmic text. Think of contemporaneous 
currents in apparatus theory concerned with the spectator’s ideological 
interpellation into the gendered, hegemonic matrix of power in capitalist 
societies. Or think of film criticism concerned with close textual analysis, 
where the privileged locus of meaning is on screen, in the axis of sight that 
connects the film with the spectator. The spectator, mind you, not viewers 
(plural). What is absented in this mode of writing—or dismissed as negligible 
background—is the act of viewing together, as part of a collective in the same 
physical space. What gets written out of the process of meaning making and 
cinematic experience are a range of collective affects and emotions: the 
occasional irritation (the neighbor who laughs too loud), the fannish 
enthusiasm of in-groups (who excitedly share internal references and codes), 
or even the contagion of affects (laughter, horror, or nervous anticipation 
that ripples through the audience). This is not even to speak of the many 
geographical and historical contexts where the subdued, disciplined 
spectator assumed by apparatus theory and textual analysis does not hold; in 
these cases, cinematic experiences and meaning-making are jubilantly 
collective and shaped offscreen, in the space of exhibition. Think of the 
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fairground-like contexts of early cinema around the world before feature-
length narrative films became a standard—what Tom Gunning called the 
cinema of attractions. Or consider the blockbuster star vehicles of India, 
whose screenings are often accompanied by quasi-religious pomp, devotion, 
and ritual worship of stars, with fans boisterously singing, cheering, and 
dancing along to the film.3 
 
Mutuality in the Dispositifs of Cinema 
 
There has always been this mutual implication of viewers in cinema, this 
relation of bodies and subjects to each other in the space of exhibition—
arguably so even for Invisible Cinema. Kubelka designed the chairs to allow 
viewers to touch others, if they so wished, with the intention to create a 
“sympathetic community.”4 Mutuality here lay in respectful silence and 
shared appreciation for film as an art. In a very different sense, we are also 
mutually implicated now on video on demand (VOD) platforms like Netflix 
through algorithms that track our smallest actions to push personalized 
recommendations, filter content, and recursively shape the platform’s 
acquisitions and production decisions.5 With VOD, the impatient shuffling of 
others that so bothered Kubelka is integrated as feedback into a cybernetic 
cinematic apparatus. This implies an ambient ethico-political relation with 
others since our personal behaviors shape the landscape of possibilities for 
everyone else, pushing certain kinds of content down (or out) in lieu of 
others. 
 
Therefore, our mutual implication as spectators extends today from the site 
of exhibition into the spheres of cinema’s distribution. But in this essay, 
instead of corporate streaming platforms, I am interested in a pirate 
technology—torrenting—that predates the cultural turn towards 
commercial streaming and continues to be significant for a large number of 
cinephiles.6 For me, film piracy in cinephilic communities raises the question 
of mutuality even more strongly than commercial streaming, given its 
opposition to the mainstream. While streaming runs on large industrial 
apparatuses that allow for disengaged consumption, piracy-based cinephilia 
calls upon users to foster a film culture that often would not exist widely 
without their intervention and active participation. From older practices of 
bootleg VHS, CD, DVD, and hard disk trading, to torrenting and direct 
download networks online and today’s shadow libraries of Vimeo, Mega or 
Google Drive links and Telegram channels, there’s a long history of mutualist 
film distribution and cinephilic archiving that interests me here.  
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Understanding Media Piracy from Within: The Technopolitics of 
Filesharing on Torrents 
 
Most humanists working on media piracy have argued for piracy’s practical 
necessity for the production and circulation of media cultures and 
preservation of knowledge commons. They show how pirate cultures 
disrupts the hierarchies of tiered access, the cult of capitalist originality and 
innovation, and the transnational divisions of labor that underpin media 
production and circulation through copyright, digital rights management 
(DRM) and geoblocking systems. They have tied piracy to the uneven, 
differential experiences of modernization especially in the Global South, to 
informal economies of commodity/cultural production and consumption.7 In 
a time of massive platform capture by media corporations, these piracy 
debates wage an important fight in leveling techno-cultural lags between 
Global North and South and giving ordinary users a greater say in production 
and consumption. Specifically in the case of cinema, piracy networks like 
Karagarga (that I discuss later) fulfills a role in cultural curation and 
archiving that more formal initiatives adopt only later.8  
 
But these ethico-political debates nonetheless take up, I believe, an extrinsic 
view of piracy. To understand the mutuality that underpins pirate 
economies, we need to pay closer attention to the specific technopolitics of 
sharing immanent to particular technologies or protocols. How is mutuality 
mediated by technosocial protocols or norms? How do specific models of 
piracy networks and social-technical forms influence archival coverage, file 
sustainability, and distribution of labor? How do these models reinscribe or 
undo differential access to various kinds of users? Who are the ideal users of 
a piracy technology? Let us turn to torrenting to understand these questions. 
As a peer-to-peer (P2P) technology, media files in torrents are not stored in 
any central server but copied bit by bit from one peer to another. A torrent 
tracker like The Pirate Bay (TPB) acts as an index of files and helps 
coordinate fragmented file transfers between seeders and leechers in any 
swarm (pool of users sharing a file). Though this method helps in evading 
litigation and server takedown, its drawback from an archival perspective is 
that file availability requires seeders to be always present in the swarm. The 
vitality of a torrent commons thereby lies with its users and their willingness 
to constantly upload and seed files. But for cinephiles interested in rare or 
old films, public trackers are in fact “vast content graveyards” of dead 
torrents, and many titles have never even been indexed.9 This is partly due to 
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the inherent bias of public trackers towards mainstream-popular content 
tied to hype cycles, but it is also caused by their dominant division of labor 
through warez scenes (organized pirate groups) that do the bulk of 
uploading and seeding—while most lay users in a swarm quickly move from 
one popular torrent to the next, merely leeching.10 Torrent descriptions 
sometimes urge users to seed 1:1, but without any enforcing mechanism, 
archival robustness—the long-term preservation of cultural material—is 
uneven and ineffective. 
 
Karagarga: A Cinephilic Workers Council 
 

Figure 2. Landing page for Karagarga, showing elements like a user’s ratio, upload and 
download volume etc. on top right corner. Screengrab by author. 

 

 
Figure 3. KG ratio and downloading rules, from the Rules page. Screengrab by author. 
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This fragility of archives on public torrents has prompted the creation of 
private trackers: torrenting networks that establish discretionary signup 
policies or ratio requirements to inculcate seeding as a responsibility.11 
Karagarga (KG), a widely known (if secretive) private tracker dedicated to 
alternative, classic, and experimental cinemas, is exemplary in this regard.12 
Through rigorous rules such as a ratio and bonus system (that encourages 
users to seed, upload new material, and create collections or subtitles), 
stringent quality criteria for rips, and a ban on duplicate uploads, KG 
institutes a labor-centric reciprocity or mutual indebtedness into its 
community of users. A user’s ratio is the total upload volume (plus bonuses) 
divided by total download volume across their entire activity on the tracker. 
By enforcing ratio requirements, KG intends to deter the unequal distribution 
of pirate labor so pervasive in public torrent trackers. KG’s tightly rule-bound 
space thereby ensures the durability and wide coverage of its archive.13 Its 
rules do not just have to be read upfront by a new user, as the service is 
unusable otherwise. Rather, they are encoded into its very technological 
protocol through ratio and bonus tracking bots and norms of practice, which 
moderators play a huge role in enforcing.  
 
If public trackers like TPB were designed for the open, free libertarian 
swarms of 90s cyberculture, KG institutes an insular society of worker-
cinephiles around the valorization of labor and shared goals. Far from the 
anarchic vision of piracy we associate with PirateBay (and the Swedish 
piracy movement at large) or statist depictions of pirate cultures, KG offers 
an example of a hyper-structured economy or society with its own set of 
norms, rules of exchange, and enforcement mechanisms. While KG’s 
manifesto likens itself to a municipal library, we could even compare it with 
Kubelka’s Invisible Cinema or the film societies formed during the high point 
of interwar modernism that created the first cinematheques, festivals and 
archives.14 Like municipal libraries, KG demands discipline and quiet 
sympathy—a deference to community rules and moderators—and 
prioritizes lack of clutter and noise. Unlike TPB, there are no spammy 
interfaces or text descriptions. Rather, as in Invisible Cinema, its architecture 
enforces this disciplined mutuality. But KG’s valorization of cinephilic labor 
also resonates with the pride that an earlier generation of film society 
activists took in organizing screenings, editing journals, or carrying film cans 
from the embassy or cinematheque. 
 
While the KG economy is non-monetary and trading for money is prohibited, 
ratios functions as a kind of inside-currency and “labor incentive” within its 
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economy, segmenting users into various ranks.15 High ratios allow a user the 
freedom to download more files, request specific content or subtitles, etc. On 
the other hand, if someone’s ratio drops below the minimum, they lose access 
to download. It is symptomatic of KG’s broader insistence on the labor of 
engagement: members can’t use it merely as a one-sided service to get rare 
films; they have to work to sustain the pirate commons. While BitTorrent 
communities have been understood as online gift economies, they are not 
based on one-to-one mutual reciprocity. Rather, they are made of weak social 
ties. What matters are population scale probabilities in the network: failure 
of individual peers does not matter so long as there are other peers to route 
and seed data. Here, ratio as a technosocial protocol guarantees the 
sustainability of the P2P film archive—ensuring enough seeders are seeding 
a file—while concretizing the social obligations, norms and privileges 
embedded in KG’s inherently social form of file sharing. This technological 
protocol enforces what I am calling disciplined mutuality, the imperative to 
share and be present for others, to be good worker-citizens.  
 
At the same time, ratio—and the labor-centric social organization it 
concretizes—builds in forms of hierarchy and exclusion that seem 
antithetical to the spirit of a pirate commons for internationalist film culture, 
locking up the riches of film history within a walled garden. Not only is 
joining KG hard, invitations to sign up are also very selectively given out by 
KG users to a few friends they trust, usually other cinephiles. The ratio 
economy also makes us ask: who has the necessary time to engage in this 
labor, the computing and financial resources to store many films on hard 
drives and seed (or buy a seedbox), the tacit knowhow to source new and 
rare material, the technical knowhow to make rips and subtitles, and so on? 
Though no overt markers of race, class, gender, and location determine entry 
and social mobility within the KG economy, it implicitly excludes users 
without access to stable broadband internet, those with busy work schedules 
or family duties, the non-tech savvy or casual user, etc.16 Arguably Global 
North/South divides between KG users also creep in according to what kinds 
of tasks users perform to maintain their ratio: users in the developed West 
have access to a much larger pool of new DVD/Blu-ray releases to rip and 
upload, while those in the South mostly have to dip into informal networks of 
screeners and library collections or make subs to keep their ratios high. 
These hierarchies trouble our preconceptions about some of the larger 
ethical and political questions surrounding pirate commons—who gets to 
access what kind of culture, and for what cost? Who is inherently excluded 
from this apparatus of disciplined mutuality? 



8                                                                                      The Presence of Others Affects Me 

 
Conclusion 
 
In Seeing Like a State, James C. Scott admonishes high-modernist ideologies 
of technological progress that were single-mindedly adopted by twentieth 
century nation-states, including socialist regimes, for being authoritarian and 
simplistic. For Scott, they perpetuate much social and ecological violence by 
homogenizing complex lifeworlds. Instead, he champions an anarchist-
influenced ethic of mutuality (metis) that is more horizontal in its social 
structure, egalitarian, ecologically diverse, resilient, and above all opposed to 
the monolithic logics of state-formation. However, I suggest, KG’s case shows 
us that hierarchical structures and ethics of mutuality are not necessarily 
opposed; neither are high-modernism and autonomous collectivities. 17 If we 
understand KG in the high-modernist lineage of twentieth century activist 
film societies—defined by the cultural mission of fostering an 
internationalist film culture beyond the capitalist mainstream, beyond 
uneven copyright regimes—we must reckon at the same time with the 
paradoxically disciplined and hierarchical architecture that enables this 
mission. Once one is dealing with a sufficiently large population of users, 
mutuality can no longer rely on an interpersonal obligation to ensure that 
sharing is sustained. An impersonal, technological mediation of mutuality 
like KG’s ratio and bonus system and rules-based architecture becomes 
necessary. This is particularly essential to more equitably distribute the 
kinds of labor and resources needed to maintain a peer-to-peer film archive 
dedicated to rare and alternative content even if hierarchies and divides 
creep back into the social form on some level. At the same time, this 
enforcement of rules is only possible with a certain size of user populations: 
KG’s user base numbers around 16,000 and already draws on a large amount 
of unpaid moderation labor, remunerated only indirectly through ratio or 
rank. A much larger pool of users would almost certainly become 
unmanageable. In these aspects, KG seems to parallel Invisible Cinema again: 
not only does it need an architecture to enforce a disciplined mutuality, but 
this disciplining can also only be achieved within a certain limited size and 
context (a ninety-seat room in the Anthology Film Archives) where a niche 
user population is already inclined to acquiesce to these strictures. Simply 
put, these restrictions would not likely hold in a wider ‘outside world.’ 
Perhaps it is the very seclusion and tacit stratification of this architecture 
that enables the pursuit of a high-modernist cinephilic mission. 
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