
WHERE 
By clearing out a certain amount of noise—say, trees from a 
forest—then you have an organized space, where you can 
then create a communal ground to facilitate agreement.

Something we like about traps is their ability to illustrate a 
number of things at once. A trap might enact both senses of 
enclosure that you were just talking about. The first being a 
Bacon, Marx, Foucault trajectory. Literally, you were free and 
now you’re not. You could walk around and now you’re stuck. 

But the moment when the trap is triggered, it seems to in-
scribe the world of the prey into the world of the trapper, in 
a Heideggerian sense of “disclosure,” as you put it. The 
trap collapses worlds. So it creates consensus often at the 
expense of the prey, in a bleak way. 

KOCKELMAN: In lay speak we talk about “needing closure.” 
That sense of, “I need that little box, that’s what it all meant, 
now it’s done and I can carry this off with me.” Another thing 
that matters with enclosure is that it very often allows whatever 
you’ve enclosed to be carried somewhere else. It means it’s 
portable. It can be taken out of context, moved across contexts, 
and reinserted.

WHERE
An enclosure is then a pretext for mediation, for transmitting 
and interpreting messages. 

KOCKELMAN
I’ll give you one more enclosure, going back to our sense of 
information. Think of it this way: What’s the relationship be-
tween three bushels of wheat and one byte of information? 
What is a bushel or a byte? Wheat is a funny thing, you can’t 
say “wheats.” You can’t say “informations,” any more than 
you could say “muds.” These are typically called mass nouns 
as opposed to countable nouns. Mass nouns cannot be quan-
tified. 

Why is it that mud and information and wheat can’t be 
pluralized? They’re formless substances. I cannot pluralize or 
quantify a formless substance, unless I give it a substanceless 
form. That’s what a byte it, and that’s what a bushel is. They’re 
these substanceless forms that we give to these formless 
substance, giving us a formed substance that can then be 
quantified. 

One of the core things that Shannon does, building on other 
people before him—Hartley and Nyquist and others—is give 
us that key enclosure. That key substanceless form, that 
unit of measurement. In some sense he also clarifies, what 
exactly is that formless substance that we’re trying to mea-
sure in the first place? 

What’s the bitter freedom of being outside of that set of con-
ventions? It’s not great, actually. 

The crucial question is, what are the set of protocols for com-
ing up with truth-values that we agree upon? Not the truth-
values themselves, like “you need to believe X, Y, and Z.” But 
a set of conventions that decides the appropriate forms of 
reasoning. That could be logic or evidence for making claims. 

Those are the conventions you want to have. They transform 
over time, precisely by evidence and by inference; they’re 
constantly changing. That kind of bedrock is what the scien-
tific establishment was supposed to do. There are a million 
caveats to put out there, but at its best these protocols of 
evidence and logic have a history behind them as well. But 
they’re amazing things. 

WHERE
Is it fair to say those protocols are maintained by social insti-
tutions, that when institutional trust begins to erode, so too do 
the protocols? Can we identify protocols that live in how we 
feel about the academy? How we feel about media? How we 
feel about banks? 

KOCKELMAN
Absolutely. You could say: “what are the institutions that pro-
mulgated, enforced, taught that set of protocols? What hap-
pens when we lose trust in it?”

It doesn’t apply only to the protocols for deciding, “this is a 
true assertion.” It could also be the protocols for deciding, 
“this is a guilty person.” Or the protocols for deciding, “this 
is a just sentence.” 

WHERE
How do we determine whether someone’s guilty or not? Are 
we going to throw them in the water and see if they sink? Or 
are we going to ask questions? 

KOCKELMAN
Yes, you see those radically come under fire lately, in one 
way or another. There’s any number of people who have been 
complaining about, or justly critiquing, the excess of those 
hallowed institutions. Many of them shouldn’t be that hal-
lowed. Legal institutions of a certain sort, certainly. 

What does it mean to be in common, when commonality is 
not conventions at that superficial level, but protocols for 
producing conventions at that deeper level? What supports, 
backs up, enforces, produces trust in that set of lower-level 
conventions? 

all depends on who you’re rooting for. This conversation might 
well be reversed if we favor the prey, a negative dialectic to 
describe the rabbit’s success at avoiding the trap, a predator’s 
inability to erase themselves or their scent, to camouflage their 
traps, and otherwise obscure the unwitting self-portrait they’ve 
left lying around in the woods.

No matter. What was once a “free” rabbit somewhere in the 
woods, or sometime along this path, is now neither. This isn’t to 
say that the rabbit isn’t free in other regards. It is, for example, 
free to be a rabbit sandwich.

Do you feel the walls closing in? 

WHERE
In your book you define “work” as organizing complexity for 
the sake of predictability. One way to look at the work of the 
trap is identifying your prey’s location in time and space. A 
lot of traps don’t kill their prey, they hold onto them until the 
hunter comes by. You can see the work happening is actually 
that—constraining the prey into very specific dimensions in 
time, space, and possibility. 

KOCKELMAN
I like the idea of thinking about traps as limiting the degrees 
of freedom of the prey. Degrees of freedom are independently 
specifiable dimensions. The organism could range through-
out the entire volume of the forest all of a sudden, but now is 
basically constrained into a cubic meter. 

WHERE
The trap can wait by the path forever, until the prey walks by, 
in time. It can go both ways. 

KOCKELMAN
In your notes you’ve put the notion of a funnel. You see lobster 
traps and lots of things that have precisely that. 

WHERE
You talk about dimensionality, especially when it comes to 
information databases. There’s obviously more than three 
dimensions at play. There’s time of year, there’s place. The 
funnel is the one object that we can imagine as a hyper-object 
and still visualize it as a funnel. It could be 20 dimensions of 
possibility, but the funnel still reduces them to a center. 

This brings us tvncept you discuss, “enclosures.” We were 
wondering whether it’s fair to call the end-point of the trap 
an enclosure. Are enclosures different than constraints, or 
are they synonymous? Because you also talk about enclo-
sures as a form of meaning production, that they’re genera-
tive. Maybe we shouldn’t simplify them to a box that you can’t 
get out of. Enclosures can also include setting the standards 
for operating, and that can be positive. 

KOCKELMAN
When I first started thinking about enclosures, the central 
person I had in mind was Francis Bacon. Not the artist, but 
his ancestor. In Francis Bacon’s case, there were two sorts of 
enclosures. One was in the New Atlantis, he’s talking about 
things like aquaria and cages for animals. Anything in which 
you might put an organism to keep it on view, but also to 
contain it. 

That’s one sense of enclosure. But Francis Bacon is also 
writing a history of the enclosure movement in England, which 
Marx and others will go back and later cite. That enclosure 
movement is the idea that you take something that was once 
communal property, and you put a fence around it. You kick 
off the people who used to live there and you privatize it. 
In the critical theory historical tradition, the people who are 
then pushed out of that enclosure are pulled into a more 
stereotypic set of enclosures: the prison, the workhouse, the 
asylum, the clinic. That’s your Marx-to-Foucault-through-
Francis-Bacon trajectory that lots of critical theorists are de-
pendent on. 

Or you can think of Erving Goffman’s “total institution.” The 
interesting thing about many of those enclosures, is that they 
absolutely constrain the degrees of freedom of an animal. 
This animal could roam, but now they can’t. They’re stuck 
here. Also, at least in the Foucauldian tradition, traps change 
the degrees of freedom of something by what Nietzsche 
would call a different type of enclosure, which is the morality 
of mores. They impose a different kind of habitus and sets of 
attitudes and sets of desires on these organisms. That’s what 
the clinic or the factory or the school would do. 

What does it mean to enclose an organism by saying: This is 
how you should behave?

Those were some early enclosures, in a Marx-Foucault-Bacon 
tradition. I’m not necessarily interested in those, except those 
are people’s stereotype of what you mean by enclosure. 
There are all sorts of other enclosures. Another classic one is 
probably envisioned by Heidegger and it’s the idea of the en-
closure in the woods. Most of the woods are densely packed 
trees, but at some place there’s a clearing. That’s a very differ-
ent sense of enclosure: a clearing where we can get together, 
where we have lines of sight. 

In that sort of tradition, a clearing qua enclosure is the place 
where you can have disclosure. That’s a little pun, but means 
you can have semiotic processes, you can communicate, you 
can share and assess a standard of value. You can point to 
things and get someone else to look at them, and establish 
joint attention, and say: “wow,” “ugh,” “yuck,” “amazing.” 

THEN 

Still here? No surprise.

The proper work of trapping is a sticky business—at the very 
least the bait must hold your attention. You might craft your 
prey’s recognizable world in miniature, a shiny snow globe 
filled with enough detail and to capture the eye of a wander-
ing demon. It is no wonder that the the anthropologist who 
dug deepest into this metaphoric pit, Alfred Gell, considered 
artworks to be a technology of enchantment. 

Today’s works of enchantment rely less on ornate detail than 
on apparently knowable starting conditions. Nowadays we 
are allured by the offer of clean borders and stark back-
grounds as an alternative to a messy and unkempt world. The 
enchantment lies in dangling a simple answer to an other-
wise difficult and tantalizing question; like Eve’s apple, they 
promise wisdom. Though in true trap fashion, they rarely—if 
ever—deliver on the promise of their bait..

It’s interesting to reflect on the fact that, even at the far 
end of enchantment register, contemporary art regularly 
trades in this exchange. If we narrow our scope to the more 
esteemed, conceptual register, it’s common to find artists 
anchoring a work’s materiality with a knowable,  semiotically 
legible social and cultural reality. (After all, the traps must 
be tied down to something lest the prey walk off it them 
entirely!) Paint made from minerals found in a specific 
historically appropriate Chilean mine; cement forms cast 
from the covers of late ’70s romantic novels; a dance whose 
gestures recall the index of a penny stock or an ignored 
manuscript, an architectural rendering, and so on. In all cases, 
bringing just enough of the outside world into art’s frame of 
reference. Or better yet, its frame.

A turn of phrase which allows us to abandon our original 
metaphor of an artwork’s “stickiness” in favor of an unmedi-
ated and affective feeling: claustrophobia. The frame closes in. 

Putting it algorithmically: “If” is the trap’s selection of its prey, 
and “Then” is most certainly this frame, or enclosure. 

The trap is an boundary object that speaks asymmetrically 
to both the predator (who’s in on the ruse) and the prey (who 
isn’t).

This boundary contains the shared reality of trapper and 
trapped. Here we must insist that the trap represents and there-
fore acts—not merely because it is an automaton standing in 
place of the trapper, although it is—as both a representation 
of the world of the predator and the world of the prey. The 
trap is a technological message which describes the abilities, 
assumptions, and viewpoints of the predator. It’s an artifact of 
representation that communicates across time, and to mul-
tiple potential interpreters. Trap as media and mediation. 

To wit, traps fulfill that most essential criteria for media: they 
transport trappers’ cruel intentions through space and time. 
A hunter may wait beside a well traveled game path, cer-
tain of where prey will be, but ignorant of when. He may only 
wait so long. But the trap is a steadfast automaton, lying pa-
tiently in wait for hours, days, or weeks on end. The trap may 
also extend the territory of a hunter’s ground, when timing is 
known but location is not. Consider the lowly pop-up, embla-
zoning thousands of laptop screens worldwide in an instant. 
Click here, you just won a million dollars! 

A trap is a funnel designed to reduce infinite possibilities—
endless sets of coordinates in space and time—to one single 
outcome: enclosure. When the trap is set, the prey’s possibili-
ties abound; it lopes blissfully and freely through the pasture, 
its future as bright and bushy-tailed as the bunny itself. As the 
animal draws nearer, its options (that is, its freedoms) begin 
to narrow. The animal may step around the slipknot, elude the 
carefully camouflaged deadfall. Or it may be scared off by an 
unlikely smell, or saved by dumb luck. Unless it isn’t, and our 
bunny meets a single, certain fate. 

Ignorance is not the prey’s only downfall; a close cousin is 
predictability. Our routines leave open our flanks, making 
us vulnerable. To make yourself immune to traps, you must 
always be vigilant and suspicious, and you must never follow 
the same pattern twice.  Bears always plant their haunches 
streamside during the salmon run. As sure as the salmon 
must engage in their coital-mortal dash, the bear will leave 
with fresh sashimi. This is how the bear hunter knows where 
to leave his traps. 

A sprung trap collapses worlds, instantly banishing decep-
tion. At this moment, the option is called and the arbitrage 
can be measured. Deception is over. The existence of the 
trapper is revealed. The trapper suddenly speaks with a clear 
voice. No longer can the newly headless mouse wonder if 
something went terribly wrong with that cheese. Symmetric 
information is obtained, inscribing a new territory where the 
worlds of predator and prey overlap. In this shared space, the 
center of a Venn diagram, communication is possible.

In this way trapping requires empathy: to design them, and to 
avoid them. A successful trap implies a sufficient portrait of 
its prey—as an agent following its desires, as a predictable 
traveller, a curious badger, and so on. An unsuccessful trap 
can point to the failure of this portrait, in its representation and 
translation. Of course this language of “success” and “failure” 

WHERE
Right. We framed it by asking: How is a trap different from 
a hole in the ground? You might fall in. Or maybe you open 
your mouth and something delicious flies in.

KOCKELMAN
I tend to take sieves as slightly more general than traps, in 
part because they don’t presuppose intentionalities, and in 
part you can expand them to include things that are very 
trap-like. 

A spam filter is a sieving device that’s as trapping as can 
be, and has all the intentionalities you want of it. You might 
say it’s a trap and it’s catching your spam, but it doesn’t care 
about your spam per se. The whole point is to only let cer-
tain things through, rather than to eat the spam. It’s really 
just, “let me get the ham to read.” 

Traps have a different relationship than that. Their position 
is, “No no, it’s really the thing that’s trapped that I want. I’m 
not even going to think about what gets through.” It’s very 
easy to focus on what gets caught in the trap, but you want 
to focus on what gets throught the trap, simultaneously. 

For example, a trap has to let air and light through. As well 
as odor, in the case of a mouse trap. Or sight, if it’s a visual 
animal. What matters about the trap is all the presumptions 
about what needs to get through it, rather than what gets 
caught in it. 

Sieves let certain things through and are designed to, and 
they trap certain things and are designed to. You want to 
take into account both of those angles. Not just the kind of 
predator-prey relationship.

WHERE
But what slips through a trap also contains a portrait of an 
environment, and of the relationship between predator and 
prey. If you encounter these spider webs in the woods, you 
realize it’s also a mapping of the air patterns for the entire 
area, although of course this air is meant to go through the 
web.

One aspect of the trap that seems important is its transpar-
ency. The sieve doesn’t need to hide itself or show itself. 
It seems invisible to the information passing through it. 
Whereas the trap needs to hide itself from the prey. Part of 
its job is to disappear from the world of the prey. 

A trap has to have a foot in the world of trappers, because 
the trapper has to make it. And it has to have a foot in the 
world of mice. But mice can’t really deal with this complex 
mechanism. They don’t see the mousetrap and figure out 
how it works. Instead they might say, “there’s something 
weird about this cheese.” They don’t always bite. 

Here’s the question: Can we look at deception, lies from this 
basic framework? Can we think about the trap as lying?

KOCKELMAN
When I put out cheese in a mousetrap, it’s a sign. The mouse 
is sensing the smell of the cheese. As a function of that, 
they say “cheese must be here.” They offer an interpretant, 
which is they go up the smell gradient. 

When a mouse smells cheese and moves toward it, that’s a 
sign-object-interpretant process. Most signs are olfactory 
in this case. They radiate out from a center of concentration. 
Most animals can move up the gradient of a concentration. 

The crucial thing is that the mouse is following a semiotic 
process. Whoever puts the cheese out there has put a sign. 
They can anticipate what the mouse’s interpretant of that 
sign will be, and they capitalize on that. It’s basically a lie. 

WHERE
Are we talking about the trapper lying, or the trap lying? Or 
is that just semantics, because the trap stands in for the 
trapper? 

KOCKELMAN
Is the cheese lying? You want to talk about the sign lying? Or 
the intentionality of it? You can go either way.

WHERE
We’re not lying about the cheese, we’re lying about the fact 
that you’re going to get to go home after.

Be warned and take notice. No refunds!
Stuff this newsprint like so many warnings into your inner ear 
canals, into the mouth of your inner voice. Now, before you 
read too far. Do not let the text wash over you like so much 
jasmine scent in the night air, sticky and sweet. Do not probe, 
touch or lick. Reach not your hand into this dark crevice.

Or have you no choice, already trapped from birth? Born the 
wrong color, the wrong class? Headed down the rabbit hole 
already? Through the prison gates?

In the Old Testament, the world begins with a trap, a dark 
promise from God. The snake’s low-hanging fruit is as tasty as 
any mousetrap’s cheese. If Eve eats the apple, then paradise 
is lost. The “choice” belies both proposition and dire threat; 
it is a contract without lawyers, signed in blood and pain. 
The signatories, predator and prey so to speak, remain rep-
resented and fused for as long as the Good Book shall live.

God places the apple in the garden as a titillating lure, mortal 
desire in extremis. In his omniscient certainty, he knows Eve 
can’t resist. The Tree of Knowledge is a portrait of its target, a 
reckoning of all of humanity’s lusts and flaws. In this trap we 
also find an image of its wily maker: capricious, judgmental, 
duplicitous, morbidly generous, and punishing.

Traps have captivated us, at Where, for some time. Tiny algo-
rithms made physical, they iterate across our small-minded 
borders, at once organic and synthetic, alive and inanimate. 
In 2016 the plot thickened and new contours emerged, made 
sinister by a political climate pockmarked with disinformation, 
suspicion, and betrayal. What once seemed like a Rubik’s 
cube, an intellectual plaything, assumed the tenor of a war 
game. The grounds shift beneath our feet.

IF  
we consider the mousetrap, simple and 
yet unimprovable (as they say!), we find 
a tool that is specialized, precise. This is 
no dumb instrument, no caveman’s mallet 
swinging wildly in the dark. A truism of all 
traps: they submit to specificity in the in-

terest of accuracy. So while it might be convenient if mouse-
traps annihilated termites too, alas, termites eat wood, and 
mousetraps offer cheese. And however lovely it might be to 
clutch the fetid cockroach in its deathly coils, the cockroach 
is simply too small. 

Traps select for their target via a combination of filters (or as 
we will explore later, “sieves”) such as bait, placement, and 
size. These filters are rudimentary at best—an incomplete 
portrait of their target—but in the world of the mousetrap, 
they suffice. It is not necessary after all, for the trapper to be 
completely fluent in mouse. It is adequate to know just those 
leading indicators of a mouse. These parameters therefore 
trace a portrait albeit crude and grotesque, a caricature.

A prey’s indices of desire may be arbitrary, or at the very least 
unexpected. All desires, rodent or otherwise, have hidden 
correlations that emerge in surprising places. In that ante-
diluvian era around the turn of this century, one proto-data-
mining company claimed they could have discovered the 9/11 
hijackers from an analysis of grocery receipts. As these con-
tours of our behavior silo us more effectively, we edge nearer 
to unseen snares. 

Today this kind of wizardry is as sophisticated as it is ubiqui-
tous. Trappers train their nets on strange parameters: Peanut 
butter or cheese? Aviator or wraparound? Minivan or pick-
up? Knobby tires or smooth? Kroger or Key Foods? Taken to-
gether, any choice triggers an exploding matrix of all possible 
portraits for possible targets. Once narrowed down, it is easy 
enough to calculate the spring strength, your bait size, and 
the precise amount of force required to immobilize the prey 
and snap its neck.

The Art of Interpretation in the Age of Computation recently 
caught our eye, and for good reason. The book’s author is 
Paul Kockelman, an anthropologist at Yale University who 
manages an elegant fusion of information theory and semi-
otic theory, Nazi code-breaking by way of Mayan wordplay, 
Claude Shannon meets Charles Peirce, so to speak. Enter the 
sieve. 

For Kockelman (who enjoys the expansive metaphor, as do 
we), by separating a this from a that, sieves act as the fun-
damental interpretive process, a prerequisite for any kind 
of meaning-making. The humble pasta strainer that sepa-
rates boiling water, T-cells sniffing antibodies from antigens, 
Bayesian statistical analyses targeting you for spam, and the 
spam filter algorithms which automatically delete them—all 
are sieves, and their work is sieving. Once called out, it’s easy 
to see Kockelman’s sieves popping up everywhere anything 
significant is happening; they seem to be a literal requirement 
for signification. This framework opens a door to the produc-
tion of meaning through interpretation without the usual pre-
requisites of sentience or life. We reached out to him to help 
us think through traps.

WHERE  
What do you see as the relationship between traps, as we 
see them, and sieves, as you formulate them? This is some-
thing we went back and forth on: a trap must contain a sieve, 
because most traps are designed to trap some prey and not 
others. They have this natural sieving aspect to them. But 
traps are more complex objects. They’ve got a few moving 
parts, where a sieve is a single thing that you can stack up. 

KOCKELMAN 
In the case of traps, you’re presupposing something like a tel-
ic cause or an intentionality. Something that’s goal-directed. 
Crucially, only a few sieves are goal-directed. Most sieves 
are happenstance, unintentional devices. They’re literally just 
gradients of the world. 
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Another key notion of enclosure is just a concept. You take 
the raw experience, the sheer this-ness, and you say “no, 
that’s a rat. That’s a ball.” Concepts per se do precisely the 
work of enclosure, and allow for a portability. 

WHERE
That’s where you get into linguistic anthropology. Words as 
portable containers for ideas. 

KOCKELMAN
On this there’s a beautiful quote by Kafka. “A cage went 
in search of a bird.” You think, oh yeah, a signifier went in 
search of a word. Or a concept. 

What does it mean to say: “Put out that form, it will capture a 
function. Put out that signified, it will find a signifier at some 
point or another. It’s just waiting to find it. If it’s catchy enough, 
someone will attach a meaning to it that sticks”? 

WHERE
Empty signifiers as traps for meaning.

KOCKELMAN
Another classic sense of the enclosure comes from a French 
historian, Numa Denis Fustel de Coulanges, and it’s called 
The Ancient City. For him the key enclosure is the wall. First 
ceremonially walked out, then actually built into a wall that 
encloses a city. The wall keeps people inside and distinguish-
es them from people outside. 

People inside are imagined to have a whole set of things in 
common. One thing is linguistic code. Another thing is a set 
of weights and measures. Another one is a judicial system 
or legal system. What kinds of punishments fit what kinds of 
crimes? 

Another one might be a structure of feeling. What is the best 
kind of life to have? How do you get it? You share that with 
everyone else. Those become the conventions that bind you 
to all those other people. 

There’s always the classic question of, who gets pushed out 
of the enclosure? Who’s been banished or exiled? In some 
sense you’re like, “yes, I don’t have to obey any of those con-
ventions qua norms anymore.” You’re free. But on the other 
hand you’re free to be shot on sight. 

Wriggled free?

Or perhaps just digging deeper? Does each anxious tug on 
that finger-trap ensnare you deeper in its mesh? 

The trapped prey, glassy-eyed and panicked, may seem 
wholly helpless (it may not even be whole for long). But ev-
ery trap is also an opening, an unwitting invitation, to even 
a lopsided score. If the trap paints a portrait of its target’s 
vulnerability, then it also betrays the secrets of its maker. You 
see, the apple taught Eve that she was naked in the eyes of 
the Lord, and also that the Lord was kind of a dick. 

An anthropologist mouse should be able to reverse-navigate 
from the remains of a mousetrap to find not just the indiscre-
tions, assumptions, and blind spots of the trapper but also the 
trapper’s world: industrial production, grain silos, congested 
urban centers, and eventually the history of human civiliza-
tion.

In these strange times, our twisted and glimmering lures 
seem more adept than ever at concealing the hooks within. 
When Cambridge Analytica targets voters by their fashion 
choices, they remind us of a consequence of trapping: filters 
do not just identify kinds of people a priori, they are a technol-
ogy to create them.

All is not lost. Consider how an autocratic state dispenses the 
work of subterfuge. Traps serve no purpose when the prey is 
already exactly where you want them—literally within your 
grasp. The forces that conspire to trap us, do so precisely 
because our behavior is uncertain. It is lack of predictability 
that keeps our predators at bay.

Where is a think tank and publishing proj-
ect headquartered in a shipping container 
in Brooklyn, New York. Our operations test 
the assertion that art manifests the same 
patterns, behaviors, and properties pres-
ent in all complex informational systems. 
Acknowledging the powers and perils of 
systems-based thinking, we suspect that 
the mechanisms identified as producing 
growth and complexity in large-scale sys-
tems may be directly applicable to the field 
of artistic production. We use the exhibition 
format as a material for researching these 
mechanisms.
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